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The next issue of JNCHC (deadline: March 1, 2021) invites research essays on any 
topic of interest to the honors community .
The issue will also include a Forum focused on the theme “The Boundaries of Hon-
ors .” We invite essays of roughly 1000–2000 words that consider this theme in a 
practical and/or theoretical context .
In his lead essay for the Forum (available at <https://cdn .ymaws .com/nchc .site-
ym .com/resource/resmgr/docs/pub_board_essays/mad_and_educated .pdf>), 
Christopher Keller of East Tennessee State University considers whether the bound-
aries of honors are or should be permeable . While the outside world impinges on 
honors in obvious ways that include institutional, state, and federal mandates, he 
questions whether honors can or should break through its traditional boundaries 
in order to admit and impinge on the world outside of it . In his essay, titled “‘Mad 
and Educated, Primitive and Loyal’: Comments on the Occupations of Honors,” he 
notes that outside forces like “economic injustice, systemic racism, and anti-demo-
cratic movements” inevitably break through boundaries to occupy a space within 
honors curricula and scholarship . A more compelling question is whether honors 
should break out of its boundaries in order to become an active participant and inter-
locutor in these same forces . In an essay that primarily raises questions, Keller asks 
us to consider whether honors has any power outside itself, whether it has a voice or 
an audience to hear it, whether it has any business impinging on social movements 
and issues outside its domain, and whether it brings help or harm outside its own 
sphere of influence .
Contributors to the Forum on “The Boundaries of Honors” may, but are not obliged 
to, respond directly to Keller’s essay . He has, however, asked a broad range of ques-
tions that should suggest approaches to the general topic . Distilled and added ques-
tions might include the following:
•	 If honors has identifiable boundaries, what are they?
•	 If honors does not have identifiable boundaries, is that a benefit or a deficit?
•	 Is promoting direct involvement of honors students in activist movements appro-
priate, effective, moral, wise?
•	 What does honors have to offer to movements like Black Lives Matter or Occupy 
Wall Street?
•	 Given a widespread and powerful contingent of American society that denounces 
academic outreach into social issues or activism, is moving beyond a purely aca-
demic boundary dangerous to the future of honors education?
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Information about JNCHC—including the editorial policy, submission guidelines, 
guidelines for abstracts and keywords, and a style sheet—is available on the NCHC web-
site: <http://www .nchchonors .org/resources/nchc-publications/editorial-policies> .
Please send all submissions to Ada Long at adalong@uab .edu .
Editorial policy
Journal of the National Collegiate Honors Council (JNCHC) is a refereed periodical 
publishing scholarly articles on honors education . The journal uses a double-blind 
peer review process . Articles may include analyses of trends in teaching methodol-
ogy, discussions of problems common to honors programs and colleges, items on 
the national higher education agenda, research on assessment, and presentations of 
emergent issues relevant to honors education . Bibliographies of JNCHC, HIP, and 
the NCHC Monograph Series on the NCHC website provide past treatments of 
topics that an author should consider .
dEadlinEs
March 1 (for spring/summer issue); September 1 (for fall/winter issue)
submission guidElinEs
We accept material by email attachment in Word (not pdf) . We do not accept mate-
rial by fax or hard copy .
The documentation style can be whatever is appropriate to the author’s primary 
discipline or approach (MLA, APA, etc .), employing internal citation to a list of ref-
erences (bibliography) .
All submissions to the journals must include an abstract of no more than 250 words 
and a list of no more than five keywords .
There are no minimum or maximum length requirements; the length should be dic-
tated by the topic and its most effective presentation .
Accepted essays are edited for grammatical and typographical errors and for infelici-
ties of style or presentation . Authors have ample opportunity to review and approve 
edited manuscripts before publication .
Submissions and inquiries should be directed to Ada Long at adalong@uab .edu or, 
if necessary, 850 .927 .3776 .
vii
dEdication
A Love Song for W. Rusty Rushton
Let us go then, you and me,
Past shelves of modern poetry,
All dog-eared like a dachshund in a fable;
Let us go through certain crowded conference halls,
In this labyrinthine grand hotel
That’s only Circle One of Dante’s hell;
Halls where always constant talk of honors
Endlessly occurs
And leads one to an overwhelming presence  .   .   .
Oh, do not ask “Who is he?”
Let us go and search for Rusty .
In the room the students come and go
Inquiring “Where is Rusty? Do you know?”
The conference program in the back will list his name—
The program this year is the same
As last year’s and the year before, and so
We know at least three places we can go
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To find where Rusty is: the Pub Board stall or, better,
The room announcing winners of the Newsletter
Contest, or the workshop session planned for poetry .
Reading and writing poems are and always must be
The bread of life, the heart and soul of Rusty .
Find poetry, and that’s where Rusty takes his stand;
He dares disturb the universe to seize a chance
For visions and revisions of his verse .
We wonder if his colleagues even knew
He’d published in the Partisan Review .
And still inquiring students come and go—
Ask “Did you find him?” and say “No .”
I heard him, though, said one adoring student,
Who claimed that, as they rode the elevator,
Rusty muttered for his own amusement
And mused thus on the meaning of his life:
“At Vanderbilt and UVA I’ve heard
Obscurest poets reading each to each .
I do not think that they will read to me,
Although I read them deeply, earned my degree,
And, when I got a job at UAB,
Charmed students with their ingenuity .
I squeezed the world of verse into a ball
And rolled it out to students at their desks .
Alas, I thought, while glancing at the exit,
‘That is not it at all,
That is not what those poems meant at all .’
I grow old, I grow old .
I know my ponytail was overbold,
But never will I wear my blue jeans rolled,
And always will I dare to eat a peach
Flambé, with just a splash of Grand Marnier .”
But student voices wake him from his musings
To bring him cakes and marmalade and praises .
They join his colleagues as each raises
A glass of schnapps in honor of their trusty





University of Alabama at Birmingham
In 2019, plans were well underway for the 2020 NCHC conference 
with the theme “Big Hearts, Big Minds .” Then came January of 2020 and the 
Corona virus with its vocabulary of social distancing, remote learning, the 
dangers of personal contact, and the importance of isolation . In addition to 
upending and redirecting all the conference plans that had been so carefully 
developed under the leadership of Suketu P . Bhavsar, the new language of 
COVID-19 was an assault on the very intimacy, connectedness, and close 
personal relationships in honors that were the theme of the conference .
The virus has been an obstruction to education at all levels throughout 
the world, especially to teaching and learning that hinge on the intellectual, 
social, and personal exchange of ideas that are fundamental to most honors 
programs and colleges . The Forum in this issue of JNCHC, in its focus on 
the conference theme “Big Hearts, Big Minds,” addresses the ideals of hon-
ors education and starts in some of the essays to assess how these ideals can 
survive or even thrive in the new landscape of the virus . While the context 
of this Forum is the period before the virus or its very early stages, it may be 
vital in pointing toward the values that honors must continue to cultivate and 
how to accomplish that goal in adverse circumstances . We are fortunate that 
the honors educator who designed and led the planning for the 2020 NCHC 
conference agreed to write the lead essay for the Forum long before our world 
was changed by the Corona virus .
The following Call for Papers was distributed in the NCHC newsletter 
and in the previous issue of JNCHC:
The next issue of JNCHC (deadline: September 1, 2020) invites 
research essays on any topic of interest to the honors community .
The issue will also include a Forum focused on the theme “Big 
Hearts, Big Minds,” which is also the theme for the 2020 NCHC 
conference . We invite essays of roughly 1000–2000 words that con-
sider this theme in a practical and/or theoretical context .
The lead essay for the Forum, which is posted on the NCHC website 
<https://www .nchchonors .org/uploaded/NCHC_FILES/Pubs/
Teaching_from_the_Heart .pdf>, is by Suketu P . Bhavsar . In his essay 
“Teaching from the Heart,” he coaxes the reader toward a perception 
long
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and practice of teaching that includes our spiritual and emotional, as 
well as our cognitive, selves . He suggests that honors should lead in a 
paradigm shift valuing the expression of our whole selves in our con-
nections with students and colleagues . He provides three examples 
from his own experiences as a student and as a teacher; these sto-
ries illustrate that through a careful expression of compassion and 
authenticity, we may deepen our and our students’ experience in the 
academy . He proposes that becoming a compassionate educator is 
a skill that can be learned, and he offers some lessons for readers to 
start on that path .
In Appendix B of his essay, Bhavsar has supplied a list of possible 
topics to which readers are invited to respond . Other possible topics 
and questions for Forum contributors to consider might include the 
following:
•	 Bhavsar asks his readers to tell their own stories of practicing 
authenticity and compassion as teachers, so tell yours .
•	 Respond to Bhavsar’s challenge to “contribute thoughts, exam-
ples, experiences, successes, and failures” to a debate about why 
or whether a paradigm shift is what we need in honors .
•	 Discuss Bhavsar’s comment that in his early days of teaching, 
his kindness “was based on personality rather than compassion .” 
What is the difference, and why does it matter?
•	 Describe problems—be they practical, ideological, or pedagogi-
cal—that you see in Bhavsar’s advocacy of compassionate teaching .
•	 How would it be possible to implement Bhavsar’s approach to 
teaching in our age of assessment and evaluation?
Information about JNCHC—including the editorial policy, sub-
mission guidelines, guidelines for abstracts and keywords, and a 
style sheet—is available on the NCHC website: <http://www .nchc 
honors .org/resources/nchc-publications/editorial-policies> .
Six responses to this call for Forum essays were accepted for publication .
Mollie Hartup begins the discussion by suggesting that Bhavsar’s recom-
mendation for relating to students as whole people is already the practice of 
virtually all honors programs and colleges but that honors should specifically 
explain the benefits of such relationships in order to model them for the whole 
Editor’s introduction
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campus . In “Teaching as a Whole,” she describes her teaching practices and 
experiences at Youngstown State University as one illustration of teaching to 
the whole person . A key factor, she argues, is for teachers to reveal themselves 
personally as well as professionally to their students; in order to get to know 
students as whole people, teachers need to disclose their own wholeness . 
Teachers share many of the anxieties and stresses that their students experi-
ence, from handling family crises to creating a balanced life: juggling child-
care with the demands of a job, for instance . By acknowledging these realities, 
teachers give their students a sense of belonging through mutual support and 
connectedness .
In “On the Value of Being in the Moment in Honors Education,” Lisa 
L . Coleman of Southeastern Oklahoma State University and Anne Dotter of 
Johnson County Community College affirm the values advocated by Bhavsar 
and Hartup . They write that “higher education generally and honors in par-
ticular will be more inclusive if educators are able to bring their whole selves 
to their profession and recognize their students’ whole, complex selves in the 
process .” These two authors bring to the discussion their ways of accomplish-
ing this goal through the practices of mindfulness, in particular yoga, qi gong, 
and meditation . They point out that Samuel Schuman also advocated medita-
tion as a means to create “internal balance” in his 2013 monograph, If Honors 
Students Were People: Holistic Honors Education . Coleman and Dotter point 
to the research studies that have been published since that time supporting 
Schuman’s views and their own: “The value of framing an honors education 
around the whole student and not just their cognitive abilities is supported 
by decades of research published in the past five years .” Mindfulness prac-
tices have enabled the authors to be fully present for their students and con-
sequently to lead them toward “more balanced and present lives .”
Annmarie Guzy of the University of South Alabama addresses the impor-
tance of respectful and compassionate relationships with students in an ethi-
cal context . In “Putting the ‘Human’ into the Humanities,” Guzy applauds 
the current interest in the ethical treatment of students within the Modern 
Language Association and elsewhere, but she notes at the same time that this 
interest indicates the ongoing problem that faculty demonstrate in relating to 
students as whole human beings . The recent impact of COVID-19 on class-
room practices, shifting from face-to-face to online interaction, has revealed a 
new perspective on this ongoing problem . While many teachers stuck to their 
regular course requirements or even increased them despite the new stresses 
that students were facing, Guzy and her colleagues in the English Department 
long
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recognized that “students and faculty alike were already suffering from online 
overload, videoconferencing burnout, and overall mental and emotional 
fatigue” while at the same time students were “losing jobs, their parents were 
losing jobs, family members had become ill, and loved ones had died with no 
funerals taking place .” Sacrificing the educational value of final presentations 
despite her deep enjoyment of them, she substituted “asynchronous discus-
sion forums” that gave students an opportunity to share their stories, support 
each other, and express their anxieties through discussion of course materials, 
all in a context that honored their full humanity .
In “Infusing Critically Reflexive Service Learning into Honors,” Lauren 
Collins and Michaela Niva of the University of Montana also see honoring 
the full humanity of others as an ethical issue . They develop this connection 
in the context of a service-learning course: “When you are aware of injustice 
but do nothing to address it, it is hard not to be complicit .” In engaging stu-
dents in meaningful interaction with and service to the International Rescue 
Committee, they designed a “heart-centered pedagogy” that elicits, sustains, 
and transforms the wholeness of their students so that students are not only 
providing service to others but, in the process, receiving an important service 
themselves . The authors describe the goals and components of their pedagog-
ical approach, which include disrupting the power structure of the classroom 
and creating space for reflection . They assert that “classrooms are microcosms 
of the larger worlds in which they exist” and that activist engagement with 
those worlds is a moral duty, concluding with this assertion: “Service-learning 
courses offer a physical and temporal space for students to meet, reflect, and 
engage with power, an important part of contemporary higher education .”
Also declaring the importance of engaging in social justice, Robert Gill 
of Columbus State University (CSU) begins with this assertion: “In times of 
social unrest and crisis, most institutions batten down the hatches and look 
for a safe harbor . However, I believe that we need to sail into the storm .” In 
his essay “Into the Storm,” he addresses the significant implications of legisla-
tion such as the Civil Rights Act, the Americans with Disabilities Act, or the 
Affordable Care Act not just as laws but as paradigm shifts, leading students 
to address movements like Black Lives Matter not just as current issues but 
as past, present, and future realities that require sustained analysis and activ-
ism . Such serious attention can often be intensely uncomfortable for students 
and teachers as well as administrators . Gill describes his university’s roots in 
Jim Crow mandates and culture, CSU having been founded as a segregated 
college . This knowledge challenged his students’ feelings of loyalty to their 
Editor’s introduction
university and made them look at racial injustice as personal . The students 
could now see also how careful their university had been to hide this part of 
its history . Gill concludes that “we, as honors college professionals, can lead 
our institutions and fellow staff members into a new social justice paradigm 
shift if we look for truth within the truth and if we do not fear the storm .”
In “The Danger Room,” Laura Dickinson of Seminole State College of 
Florida teaches her students a different kind of fearlessness . She imagines her-
self as the Marvel comic book hero Dr . Xavier training “Gifted Youngsters” 
to control their powers in order to “save the world from villainies large and 
small for the betterment of society and themselves”; she does this by teaching 
her students the fine art of public speaking . Students have been socialized, 
she claims, to fear giving speeches, thus effectively silencing their own voices 
and limiting their ability to change their world . She trains them to trust their 
voices by creating a “danger room” that, rather than villains and monsters, 
contains lessons and games for practicing public speech, a space where they 
can confront their fears, open their hearts, and open their mouths safely . “We 
need heroes,” she writes, “with big hearts, big minds, and big hopes that they 
can change the future; helping them find their voices makes these hopes and 
dreams a reality .”
Dickinson’s essay provides a good segue into the first research essay in 
this issue of JNCHC, in which Megan Snider Bailey argues for the personal, 
academic, social, and humanitarian value of debate . Public debates in this 
country are too often shouting matches aimed only at the goal of winning 
with no regard for the truth, so it is no surprise that students and the rest of us 
have come to view them with suspicion and disgust . Debate classes too often 
mimic this kind of competition, but in “Claiming Debate’s Value for Honors 
Student Learning,” Bailey describes a different kind of debate course that she 
teaches in the University of Alabama Honors College . She argues that “inten-
tionally structured academic debate facilitates key elements of honors student 
learning, including transdisciplinary inquiry, critical and creative thinking, 
and ethical and empathetic citizenship .” Her seminar Moral Forum evaluates 
the success of a debate based on “persuasiveness, moral reasoning, and use of 
empathetic dialogue .” Bailey describes in detail the structure, content, peda-
gogy, assignments, and goals of the seminar—goals that include “the habits of 
active listening and respect for diversity .” Bailey argues that debate “prompts 
students to reckon with their assumptions, push the boundaries of their 
thinking, and develop the empathy requisite for ethical citizenship,” making it 




While Bailey addresses students’ aversions to debate and how to coun-
teract them, the next essay addresses an issue of widespread and long-last-
ing concern within the honors community: African Americans’ aversions to 
honors at predominantly white universities and how to counteract them . A 
group of researchers at Columbus State University (CSU)—Cindy S . Tick- 
nor, Andrea Dawn Frazier, Johniqua Williams, and Maryah Thompson—
conducted a qualitative study of this problem based on focus groups with 
high-achieving African American students who chose not to join honors, and 
they report their results in “Using Possible Selves and Intersectionality The-
ory to Understand Why Students of Color Opt Out of Honors .” They write: 
“We discovered a complex disconnect between our recruitment efforts and 
the identity concerns of our focus group participants that may or may not 
be unique to our institutional context .” The authors describe previous schol-
arship on this disconnect, the features of their campus that create particular 
challenges, the theoretical framework for their study, how they conducted 
the focus groups, and what they learned from the study participants about 
the appeals and barriers of their recruitment efforts . Most participants were 
aware of the CSU Honors College but expressed “concerns about investing 
time, money, and energy into an endeavor that they might not find valuable .” 
Students expressed interest when “they could see the connection between 
their plans for the future and small classes, study abroad opportunities, and 
research experiences with faculty,” but generally they associated honors with 
a stressful focus on academic studies to the exclusion of leisure activities, and 
they did not see honors as having a direct benefit to their career plans . Honors 
programs need to address these concerns in order to successfully recruit high-
achieving African American students .
A research group at South Dakota State University (SDSU) addresses a 
different kind of diversity problem: the failure of honors to attract students 
from the full range of disciplinary affiliations, focusing especially on students 
in the College of Agriculture, Food, and Environmental Sciences . Kayla 
L . Kutzke, Rosemarie A . Nold, Michael G . Gonda, Alecia M . Hansen, and 
Rebecca C . Bott-Knutson present the results of a quantitative study in which 
they surveyed honors and non-honors students from all academic disciplines 
on their campus . In “Student Perception and Affinity: Establishment of an 
Institutional Framework for the Examination of Underrepresented Programs 
Such as Agriculture in Honors,” they reach conclusions remarkably similar to 
those reached by the Columbia State University research team in their study 
of high-achieving African American students: that students’ perceptions of a 
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direct link to their career goals are essential along with what the CSU group 
called “concerns about investing time, money, and energy into an endeavor 
that they might not find valuable .” The SDSU group reaches a similar con-
clusion that honors educators need to adjust their recruitment and program-
ming to attract these students reluctant to join honors . After describing the 
research background on their topic as well as the objectives and methodology 
of their study, the SDSU group compares perceptions of the honors college 
among honors and non-honors students . Honors students had been attracted 
to the program because of the small class size, the honors distinction, and, 
to a much lesser extent, the research opportunities and independent study . 
The non-honors students thought that honors would take too much time; 
they did not understand the requirements; they were reluctant to undertake 
an independent study; and they did not see honors as relevant to their career 
goals . The authors see their study as “a starting point for future research on 
interventions to engage students from academic backgrounds that have been 
historically underrepresented in honors .”
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Abstract: This essay is an invitation to consider a paradigm shift in the academy, one 
that allows and encourages us to bring our whole selves into our teaching and pro-
fessional lives . I describe a set of values that permits and encourages the expression 
of a rigorously examined inner self in harmony with the traditional expression of 
our scholarly selves in our curricula and classrooms . Drawing from lessons that have 
defined my aspirations as a teacher, I challenge honors educators to lead the way in 
courageously examining our pedagogical approaches and to teach from our hearts .
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What parts of me do I need to bring to my teaching so that I can do the most good for my students? This question, deceptively simple, is fun-
damental for me as an educator . I propose that for the greatest positive impact 
on the academy, we must strive to be aware of and to present our wholeness 
in class and in our professional lives . Nothing could be more challenging to 
academic business-as-usual than consciously, smartly, and habitually cultivat-
ing and expressing the complexity of our inner identities as carefully and pur-
posefully as we do our intellectual selves .
My aim in this essay is to stir the honors community to contribute a 
wide perspective of thoughts, ideas, research, and studies on the importance 
of wholeness in our professional lives as academics . Building on Samuel 
Schuman’s 2013 monograph If Honors Students Were People: Holistic Honors 
Education, I challenge us to explore how the expression of our whole selves 
enhances or disrupts learning and whether being an authentic person in our 
professions allows greater intellectual creativity as well as balance in our lives .
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I am convinced that it is time for a paradigm shift . The interplay of cog-
nitive and affective processes in learning, decision-making, creativity, and 
productivity is well-documented, but academia has traditionally privileged 
cognition and continues to do so, almost to the exclusion of any other con-
siderations . I believe that the time has come for the academy to value the 
expression of our inner emotional and spiritual identities just as it values the 
expression of our intellectual, logical, and critical selves . The inner journey is 
as meaningful in our syllabi, in our research, and with our colleagues as the 
intellectual journey . Both journeys brought us to where we are .
J . Parker Palmer describes the value of exploring the heart in his book 
The Courage to Teach (Palmer, 1997) . He declares, “We teach who we are” 
(pp . 1–2), and then he asks, “How can educational institutions support the 
teacher’s inner life, and should they be expected to do so?” (p . 6) . According 
to Palmer, what we teach, how we teach, and why we teach are indeed impor-
tant questions, but the most important question of all is “Who is the self that 
teaches?” (p . 7) .
We human beings routinely think with our hearts . Our emotions, far 
more than our cognition, guide our thoughts and decisions . We decide with 
our hearts, and then our minds rationalize these decisions (Kahneman, 2011; 
Schwarz, 2000) . Academics, though, are trained and socialized so thoroughly 
in cognition that we routinely fail to acknowledge emotional or spiritual 
aspects of our decisions, at least in our academic lives if not our personal lives 
as well . Because objectivity is so valued, we immediately find a reasoned argu-
ment to support our stance, often utterly ignoring the noncognitive parts of 
our selves . Explaining ourselves in noncognitive terms is risky because it may 
alienate us within the academic community, but not taking this risk is limit-
ing . I do not mean to downplay the value of cognition and critical thinking 
but to suggest that richer intellectual activity is possible if we consciously and 
carefully allow our full selves and our students’ full selves to participate .
For the successful participation of our inner selves in the academic 
endeavor, we have to know our inner selves . Through developing self-aware-
ness and the language to describe it, we can use the wisdom of our self-know-
ing to enhance the disciplinary knowledge and skills we traditionally impart 
to our students . The disciplines have elaborately codified language for cogni-
tive expression, but the expression of our inner selves is often an unfamiliar, 
unpracticed realm .
So, perhaps the time has come for us to allow ourselves—and for the acad-
emy to encourage us—to express our inner selves in professional interactions 
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without fear, judgment, or repercussion . I am not suggesting acting on whims 
or laying bare our souls . I am not promoting sloppy thinking or substitut-
ing emotionality for careful thought . I am describing a rigorous, painstaking 
examination of the self and its expression within the academic setting, in har-
mony with our traditional scholarly selves . I am proposing that our inner spir-
itual self and our cerebral self are the yin and yang of our academic identity .
Considering Palmer’s question “Who is the self that teaches?” is the first 
step to reconciling our hearts and minds within our academic journey . To 
explore this question concretely and then come back to the paradigm shift 
I suggested, I will narrate three memories of teachers and teaching that have 
influenced and stayed with me .
The first story is from childhood . In the eighth grade, I learned a couplet 
attributed to the fifteenth-century Indian mystic Kabîr . (I can reproduce this 
couplet only by memory but recommend to interested readers the “Songs of 
Kabîr” as translated by Rabindranath Tagore in 1915 .) As a boy, I pondered 
the poet’s meaning and asked myself if I felt as Kabîr did about any of my 
teachers . I continue to think about it in more adult ways, and I wonder what 
would make any teacher so revered by a student .
Guru Govind dou khade, kake lagu paay;
Balihari Guru aapki, Govind diyo batay .
Translation: My Guru (teacher and mentor) and the Lord are here 
standing before me, whom should I respectfully greet (literally, whose feet 
should I touch) first? I bestow my affection to you, my teacher—you are 
the one who showed me the Lord.
It is quite shocking, really, that Kabîr chooses to offer devotion to his teacher 
before honoring his God . Today, we may be especially amazed at a student 
offering such emotional devotion to a teacher, which is not what anyone 
expects in our culture or at this time . But Kabîr’s decision and devotion 
transcend culture and time . Kabîr’s quest is to find the Lord, but without his 
teacher would he even recognize the Lord upon meeting Him? More secu-
larly, Kabîr articulates the reverence he has for the teacher who showed the 
way, who guided him on the path that made possible the fulfillment of his 
yearning, attaining the end he ached to achieve .
Kabîr’s words speak to the essence of what a teacher offers, the core of 
what we aspire to achieve as teachers . As a child considering this poem, I was 
from thE hEart
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amazed to think of what a teacher could offer me . As a teacher considering 
this poem, I am amazed to think of what a teacher can offer a student . I think 
back to teachers and mentors who helped me open my heart and mind to the 
world, who literally unlocked the cosmos for me . In Kabîr’s Guru and in these 
teachers, I envision the teacher I would ideally like to be to all my students .
My second story is of one such teacher and mentor . As a first-year gradu-
ate student at Princeton University, I took my first class in astrophysics from 
Professor Martin Schwarzschild . He was among the most respected world 
experts in stellar astrophysics . The first day of class involved a discussion of 
hydrostatic equilibrium in stars . I had never studied any astrophysics, not 
having had that option at my Indian university . Further intimidating to me, 
and to another student from a small U .S . university, was the nonchalance of 
classmates who had been undergraduates at MIT and Caltech, who seemed 
to feel that this was all familiar old stuff .
Professor Schwarzschild soon realized that two of us, despite being grad-
uate students, were lost . Rather than ignoring our plight, Professor Schwar-
zschild compassionately recognized where our knowledge began . The next 
time he walked into class, he started his lecture apologetically in his jovial, 
German-accented, slightly high-pitched voice: “In my excitement we have 
jumped ahead too much and too fast . Let us stop and start at the beginning . 
As we know, the sun is a star .” Professor Schwarzschild’s masterful instruc-
tion made the difficult topic come alive . We still finished the entire syllabus, 
and by the end of the semester I had fallen in love with stellar astrophysics . 
Although I eventually pursued cosmology, a different branch of astrophysics, 
stellar structure and the evolution of stars are my favorite topics to teach and 
the ones I teach best .
The next year I worked with Professor Schwarzschild on a research proj-
ect that involved the perplexing solar neutrino problem, namely that our sun’s 
core, where nuclear fusion should be occurring, was not behaving as theory 
predicted . Professor Schwarzschild mentored me throughout, treating me to 
his undivided attention at our weekly meetings . He taught me to communi-
cate with clarity and concision, providing valuable ideas that led to a paper in 
a leading journal . We proposed an intriguing solution to the neutrino prob-
lem . Professor Schwarzschild, in an act of unselfish generosity, asked that he 
not be named on the paper . His reason: “People will otherwise attribute and 
remember this paper as mine, not yours, since right now they recognize my 
name and know me better .”
Professor Schwarzschild’s kindness was also manifest during this second 
year when, unrelated to the project, he perceived my feelings of inadequacy 
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and the painful doubts I experienced in Princeton’s demanding academic set-
ting . He saw my homesickness for my family back in India . Most importantly, 
he saw that I was unhappily trying to fit myself into what I imagined were 
the nonstop expectations of the high-powered environment . As he provided 
guidance and encouragement, he admired and validated my instinctive desire 
for a more balanced approach to the scholarly life . It is not an exaggeration to 
say that his compassionate insight and nonjudgmental understanding saved 
my career in astrophysics .
Martin Schwarzschild brought his whole being to his academic com-
munity . His warm laughter rang through the department several times a day, 
relaxing us all and making the day seem bright and promising . The joy that he 
communicated did not detract one iota from his scientific achievements or 
standing . His sensitivity, humility, and humanity remain a model for me as I 
try to extend forward his gift of compassion .
How do we learn this kind of compassion for our students? How are our 
hearts opened to our students? Can compassion be learned? I feel that it must 
be learned . As an assistant professor, just starting my career and learning the 
art of teaching through trial and error, I made many mistakes . Not the least 
of the mistakes was my attitude toward the exactness of mathematics and 
the truth of science . I was a popular teacher, students liked me, and I con-
sidered myself a kind person, but I was rigid about the rightness of things 
and impatient when it seemed to me that students were not thinking critically 
and logically . My kindness at that time was based on personality rather than 
compassion .
My third story is about learning compassion as a teacher . My then four-
year-old daughter gave an answer to a math question that I asked her one day: 
“What is half of 12?” We were talking of “half birthdays,” and with parental 
aspiration I wondered if she could divide by two . After about a minute of seri-
ous inward reflection, her face lit up and she answered clearly: “TWE!” I had 
to admit to myself, and to her, that she was exactly right, although it was an 
answer I had never contemplated in all my years of math .
I remember distinctly how I, the expert assistant professor of astrophys-
ics, felt the next day as I began teaching the two hundred students in my intro-
ductory astronomy class . I was filled with a sense of humility, even feeling a 
bit sheepish that I was about to “impart knowledge .” Suddenly, unexpectedly, 
my heart went out to my students, and I experienced an openness to the new 
things I might learn from them . I had a sobering awareness that I had prob-
ably not previously been willing to consider many of the ideas and solutions 
my students would imagine . The compassion I had felt naturally toward my 
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daughter in acknowledging and accepting her answer the day before mani-
fested itself in this new setting .
Paradigm shifts take a long time . But in honors we can make a beginning 
by considering how we may bring our hearts’ journeys to our teaching and 
mentoring . When we plan our semesters, make our syllabi, craft our classes, 
and mentor our students, we can ask: How can I be a teacher who will be 
remembered years from now, maybe even with some reverence, when my stu-
dents achieve what they have strived for? Will I recognize frailty and inexperi-
ence, opening my mind to my students’ different or “incorrect” views and be 
gentle toward their errors? How can I act so that I will be recalled for my kind-
ness and compassion when the content of my classes has long been forgotten? 
Or  .  .  . even better  .  .  . How can I approach my students so that the content 
itself will take on new and deeper meaning because I offered it from my whole 
self? I am sure there are readers of this essay who already practice in this way . 
Please tell us your stories .
I am aware that it may take decades for the academy to accept the expres-
sion of the wholeness of ourselves and to validate the inner journey as a part-
ner to intellectual rigor . Even rooted scientific facts took time to become 
established: the faulty geocentric model of the cosmos persisted for 110 years 
after Copernicus suggested the heliocentric model . Such is the nature of par-
adigm shifts, even for facts that can be established by physical verification, 
and in this essay I propose an idea that is beyond physical tests for validity . I 
challenge honors to be a testing ground, to see if the impact of teaching from 
our whole selves can make a positive difference . I challenge our profession’s 
organization to engage in careful consideration of this change in honors prac-
tice, and I challenge readers to contribute thoughts, examples, experiences, 
successes, and failures to debate why such a paradigm shift is what we need 
or perhaps to argue instead that it is incompatible with our mission and the 
purpose of the academy .
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A Very Short List of Possible Topics to Consider
1 . Creating a compassionate classroom where ALL students feel welcome and supported .
2 . Offering kindness and reassurance .
3 . Creating a sense of belonging .
4 . Sharing ideas as well as skills in the classroom . As more students come from diverse back-
grounds and many are the first in their families to attend university, they may come with 
more vocational skills than academic skills . For example, nontraditional older students may 
bring a wealth of experience, interpersonal skills, and management skills .
5 . Being sensitive to cultural issues, nonjudgmental, approachable, and building relationships .
6 . Teachers and students being self-reflective of their actions and building these skills as a 
daily commitment .
7 . A pedagogical commitment that allows educators to criticize institutional and classroom 
practices that ideologically underserve students .
8 . Universal Design and accessibility as compassionate practices .
Also, from Kabîr
IT is the mercy of my true Guru that has led me to know the unknown; I have learned 
from Him how to walk without feet, to see without eyes, to hear without ears, to 
drink without mouth, to fly without wings .
BEFORE the Unconditioned, the Conditioned dances: “Thou and I are one!” this 
trumpet proclaims . The Guru comes and bows down before the disciple: This is the 
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Abstract: Deeply ingrained in honors culture and curricula is the value of connect-
ing with and supporting students as whole persons . This essay offers personal experi-
ences from the perspective of a compassionate educator who invests in the whole 
student, exploring how authentic teaching leads to rapport and belonging in the hon-
ors community and beyond . The author suggests that honors can serve the academy 
as an example of how investing in the complete person is mutually beneficial .
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In the essay “Teaching from the Heart,” Bhavsar calls on honors educators to  lead a paradigm shift that values expression of our whole selves in our inter-
actions with students and colleagues and that invites responses supporting or 
challenging this perspective . My argument is that a paradigm shift is not needed 
within honors because connecting with and supporting our students as whole 
people is already deeply ingrained in the culture of our programs and colleges . 
However, honors can and should serve as a leader in demonstrating the value of 
investing in the complete person to other areas within our institutions .
I offer some personal experiences from the perspective of a compassionate 
educator . I also discuss how authenticity leads to rapport and a sense of belong-
ing in students and allows us to become better academics and professionals .
in support of students
Everything about honors speaks to taking care of whole people . My 
university’s honors college brand—opportunity, community, family—was 
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determined by our students and alumni who described what honors means 
to them both inside and outside of the honors classroom .
In every class I teach, I openly share my own background without limit-
ing the scope to academics . I share my prior work in industry and also my role 
as a mother . I invite students to feel comfortable asking me questions about 
either of these roles because they are all a part of me, and if my experiences 
can potentially help someone else, I am happy to share . By revealing our own 
life stories, including successes and struggles, we are relating to our students 
and sharing valuable insights into the world of work they will enter, regardless 
of their future profession . I also invite students to share their own experiences 
that might enhance our learning . I tell students I view us all as co-learners, and 
I hope to learn as much from them as they will learn from me .
One definition of rapport is having an enjoyable interaction and a per-
sonal connection (Gremler & Gwinner, 2000) . To make a real connection, we 
must first be real ourselves . Therefore, I believe authenticity is a key compo-
nent to developing real relationships, building rapport, and making students 
feel part of the honors community .
This semester, during an honors seminar I teach, I asked the students to 
share a little about themselves, including why they signed up for the class . Sev-
eral students indicated they had taken a previous class with me and wanted to 
take another . Upon reflecting on why students enjoy my classes, I have come 
to believe their positive experience is a result of the investment honors makes 
in our students . We get to know them . We listen to them . We learn from them .
Developing rapport with students can also lead to a heightened sense of 
belonging, which entails “students’ perceived social support on campus, a 
feeling or sensation of connectedness, and the experience of mattering or feel-
ing cared about, accepted, respected, valued by, and important to the campus 
community or others on campus such as faculty, staff, and peers” (Strayhorn, 
2019) .
Naturally, we want to educate students about various content areas, but 
research shows us that fostering a sense of belonging enhances student moti-
vation, which can lead to academic success (Strayhorn, 2019) . A lesser sense 
of belonging has been associated with lower levels of persistence (Gopalan & 
Brady, 2019) .
A couple of years ago, a student in my seminar expressed that she had dif-
ficulty finding childcare for her baby that would allow her to attend a Saturday 
class meeting . I immediately reassured her that I understood the challenge, 
and I invited her to bring him to class if she was comfortable doing so . She 
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seemed relieved and expressed gratitude to have an alternative option . The 
student brought her baby to class, and the other students welcomed the pres-
ence of a child who added a lighthearted quality to the educational experience . 
Even students without children may have viewed this flexibility as an example 
of how we support each other in honors, seeing that if they ever needed help 
with a special situation, we would work together to find a solution .
The current pandemic demonstrates multiple ways that honors has 
worked to support our students as whole people . The day after our university 
announced that classes would go online for the remainder of the semester, the 
honors team considered what additional support our students might need . 
We spent a mid-March Saturday mapping out plans for a virtual town hall 
to give students an opportunity to ask questions, an email newsletter to help 
them navigate online learning, and a buddy system to allow them to help each 
other be accountable for their studies .
As the crisis progressed, we created interactive virtual events to make 
students feel part of the experience: a medallion ceremony in the spring for 
seniors and an arrival ceremony to welcome freshmen this fall . We structured 
these events to be as interactive as possible in virtual space . I am currently 
collecting data for a study on student impressions of the events and how inter-
active elements in virtual events affect the student experience and sense of 
belonging .
On a more basic level, one of the most effective tools for connecting with 
students during the pandemic has been asking them how they are doing . I 
make it a practice always to ask an open-ended question about how they are 
managing, even when the interaction is procedural . The act of asking a simple 
question often leads them to share their challenges and struggles because they 
were invited to do so . The act of caring, asking, and listening is another way 
we in honors can support the student as a whole person .
balance in our own lives
My identity has always been closely tied to my work, and I have never 
compartmentalized my roles in life . I simply engage in authentic encounters 
and relationship-building in all elements of my existence—visiting my chil-
dren’s schools, teaching students in honors, engaging with colleagues at the 
university, and spending time with family and friends . Who I am is deter-
mined by all the parts of me, and the sum of all of those interactions makes 
me whole .
tEaching as a WholE
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The pandemic has taught me valuable lessons . One has been to let go of 
artificial notions such as life/work balance . Everything we engage in is life . 
If we are authentic individuals in every aspect, I believe we will be happier, 
more productive, and more peaceful people .
While I finished teaching spring classes from quarantine, it was helpful 
for me to disclose to my students that I was a mother at home with young 
kids, who were also learning remotely . Suddenly, many working parents no 
longer had access to childcare, and the proverbial village that helps us raise 
our children was now off-limits . Sharing this reality with students allowed us 
to embrace moments such as my getting hit in the head by a nerf dart during 
class as comedic rather than a source of stress . Seeing someone else’s pan-
demic experience unfold was part of their learning .
For me, supporting students during the early days of the pandemic felt 
meaningful and helped me cope with the new challenges I faced . The pan-
demic gave me the perspective that even from my position of privilege in a 
household with two working parents and two healthy children, life could still 
feel overwhelming and out of control . I also found a deepened appreciation 
for the little joys in life, such as time with my children, husband, and parents . 
The ugly and the beautiful coexisted daily .
conclusion
Whether in pandemic or normal conditions, I have always felt comfortable 
being my authentic self among my honors colleagues . Honors functions like 
a family in support of both our students and our faculty and professional staff . 
I believe authenticity is a key component to all relationships . Whether inside 
or outside of the classroom, being our true selves in our interactions with stu-
dents leads to building rapport and may deepen students’ sense of belong-
ing . Being ourselves with our colleagues allows us to help each other in all 
the ways we may need support . By drawing on each other’s strengths, we can 
reinvigorate ourselves to better support student growth and development . 
We embrace opportunities for learning inside and outside of the classroom, 
and we always place the whole student at our center .
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People will forget what you said . People will forget what you did . But 
people will never forget how you made them feel .
—Maya Angelou
In his beautiful and candid essay, Suketu P . Bhavsar makes a case for “the importance of wholeness in our professional lives as academics” and for 
the value of cultivating empathy in our students . When we read the touching 
narratives he offers in support of his contentions, we interpreted his examples 
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as moments of being, shared and compelling experiences expressive of the 
intense connection that can exist between teachers and their students when 
we take the time truly to be with them . The two of us, Lisa Coleman and Anne 
Dotter, have wrestled with this process of reconciling the life of the mind 
(academia) with the mindful life, and here we will share the means by which 
we have successfully made ourselves more present to others and to ourselves 
through our personal mindful practices of yoga, qi gong, and meditation .
Lisa L . Coleman, former faculty member and honors program director at 
Southeastern Oklahoma State University (SE), retired in 2016 to teach yoga . 
In her last years at SE, her pedagogy and scholarship took a turn toward mind-
fulness, which involves paying attention to the present moment, on purpose, 
nonjudgmentally . Prior to this turn, she had experienced a rift between her 
yogic self and her academic self; now she began teaching her academic sub-
jects more mindfully and inclusively in her fervent desire to offer up the yogic 
experience of openness, nonjudgment, compassion, and freedom from pain 
to her students . As a result of these practices of inclusion, she and three of her 
SE honors students co-wrote the chapter “Occupying Native America” that 
was published in the NCHC monograph Occupy Honors Education in 2017 . 
This publication was her first with student co-authors .
Anne Dotter is on the faculty at Johnson County Community College 
( JCCC), where she currently directs the honors program and teaches intro-
ductory courses in American Studies . The personal enrichment she has expe-
rienced through her mindfulness practices (qi gong and yoga) has encouraged 
her to incorporate them in honors classrooms and programming . Being fully 
present for our learning and teaching may increase the likelihood of students 
(and faculty) achieving self-efficacy, accomplishing academic success, and liv-
ing their best lives . The completion of a teaching certification in qi gong will 
allow her to program moving meditation practices at JCCC to help students 
combat stress and promote presence, attention, and open-mindedness . She 
will systematically study the impact of steady mindfulness practices on aca-
demic performance .
We contend that mindfulness practices can enhance students’ perfor-
mance and wellbeing, and that higher education generally and honors in 
particular will be more inclusive if educators are able to bring their whole 
selves to their profession and recognize their students’ whole, complex selves 
in the process . Welcoming students and their diverse experiences may mean 
allowing for alternative ways of thinking about the world and the life of the 
mind: having the humility not to dismiss these other views as erroneous out 
of hand might open us to new ways of knowing . Approaching our students 
colEman and dottEr
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with empathy instead of judgment, with openness instead of limiting filters, 
may pave the way for the more just society we aspire to inhabit .
The mindful practices that have inspired our honors classrooms and pro-
gramming belong to what Samuel Schuman calls “integrative disciplines” (8) 
in his 2013 NCHC monograph on holistic honors education . As Schuman 
explains, “involving both an exercise component and a meditative element” 
embraces “a core belief that through activities designed to heighten attention 
and focus on one’s body, mind, and spirit in the undistracted here and now, one 
achieves internal balance that leads to personal peace” (89) . We concur that 
mindfulness practices can bring individuals this sense of balance and peace .
While in 2013 Schuman found little verifiable laboratory research to sup-
port the value of these disciplines to academic learning (131), in 2020 we 
can make supported claims about the benefits of mindfulness practices . Jon 
Kabat-Zinn, who in 1979 founded the Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction 
(MBSR) Clinic at the University of Massachusetts Medical Center in Boston, 
was introduced to the non-medical world by Bill Moyers in a TV interview 
printed in his 1995 book, Healing and the Mind . Here Kabat-Zinn refers to the 
mind/body connection and suggests that “how we live our lives, and  .  .  . how 
we think and feel over a lifetime can influence the kinds of illnesses we have” 
(Kabat-Zinn qtd . in Moyers 130) . In 2020 Kabat-Zinn’s Center for Mindful-
ness is still going strong, and 80% of reporting medical schools in the United 
States offer some version of mindfulness training (Buchholz) . Honors and 
higher education would do well to follow their lead for the health and well-
being of faculty and students alike .
In the last ten years, EEG and functional MRI brain studies on expert, 
novice, and untrained meditators have offered evidence of the brain’s neuro-
plasticity and suggest that the brain, like a muscle, can be shaped and toned 
(Hölzel et al .) . Mindful awareness and meditation practices can interrupt the 
stress-induced fight or flight response common in citizens of most Western 
countries and can tap into the parasympathetic nervous system, calming the 
body and better engaging the mind . These practices can also increase the abil-
ity to focus, decrease unproductive mind wandering, and thus, according to 
Mrazek et al ., yield significantly better GRE performance, a benefit of great 
value to honors students (776) . According to a number of studies, stress hin-
ders academic performance and induces many physical ailments; it affects 
memory performance (Nelissen, Prickaerts, and Blokland 9), our ability to 
sleep, and our mental health, to mention only a few examples . Researchers 
are testing coping mechanisms, such as exercise (Wunsch, Kasten, and Fuchs 
125) or mindfulness (Snippe et al . 730), and their findings are promising .
in thE momEnt
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A review of the literature on meditation practices by Farias et al ., pub-
lished in August of 2020, analyzed adverse events induced by meditation for 
participants in a wide range of practices between 1979 and 2019 . Given this 
review, students new to meditation practice should choose guided medita-
tions, preferably in the presence of a teacher, for a safe introduction to the 
discipline . The same review reported, however, that two other recent studies 
(Wong et al .; Hirshberg et al .)—pertaining specifically to the style of MBSR-
influenced mindfulness meditation Lisa L . Coleman teaches—found that 
“these meditation interventions were no more likely to lead to harm than a 
wait‐list control, or they identified an overall very low rate of adverse events 
(1% across 36 randomized controlled trials)” (Farias et al . 3)
The value of framing an honors education around the whole student and 
not just their cognitive abilities is supported by decades of research published 
in the past five years . John Ratey, among others, has demonstrated the inter-
connected benefits of exercise and brain function . He maintains that the brain 
will absorb more and retain more for longer if it is appropriately nourished, 
exercised, and practiced (Ratey 55) . Several chapters of The New Science of 
Learning, by Terry Doyle and Todd Zakrajsek, point to the importance of 
body maintenance as a key factor in successful learning . According to these 
authors, eating, sleeping, exercising, and meditating are central to fostering 
the brain’s optimal function . They explain that “exercise increases the produc-
tion of   .  .  .  serotonin, dopamine, and norepinephrine” and that “these three 
neurochemicals help your brain to be alert, attentive, motivated for learning, 
and positive toward learning” (Doyle and Zakrajsek 55) . They further argue 
that mindfulness practices, and meditation in particular, “enhance mental 
agility and attention by changing brain structure and function so that brain 
processes are more efficient” (Doyle and Zakrajsek 155) .
Since the regular practice of either exercise or meditation would allevi-
ate our students’ mental stress, we should consider integrating such practices 
in our classrooms to benefit students who may not have the cultural capital 
to recognize the benefits of exercise, let alone mindfulness practices, or who 
may not have time to fit such practices in their daily routines . A mere five 
minutes of abdominal breathing, a short guided meditation, or a few minutes 
of qi gong warm-ups, such as the shaking that Olympic athletes do before 
performing, will help our students’ ability to give their full attention to our 
class or test, unencumbered by the various sources of stress that ail them and 
that undoubtedly impede their performance .
We recommend that at minimum honors educators encourage their 
students to engage in exercise, to the degree that they are able, in order to 
colEman and dottEr
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enhance their academic performance, lower their stress, and increase their 
ability to be in the moment . Incorporating meditation, qi gong, or yoga in 
the honors classroom and in honors programming would support student 
success more equitably and open new avenues for our students to live more 
balanced and present lives . Our personal mindful practices have provided us 
with the ability to thrive in spite of stressful situations and have improved our 
performance by allowing us to be fully present when our thinking would oth-
erwise have been clouded by work induced stress . Our own enhanced abili-
ties to be fully present for our students and colleagues in our professional lives 
set us on track to embrace Maya Angelou’s wisdom . We have accepted that 
our students may forget what we said and did (anathema for academics), but 
our commitment to be in the moment with our students will endure .
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Abstract: A recent (2020) report by the Modern Language Association addresses 
the ethical treatment of graduate students in the humanities, and the author con-
siders this in the context of honors students and faculty . Lamenting missed oppor-
tunities for in-person group presentations, student-led Socratic circles, and final 
individual presentations during the coronavirus pandemic, the author reflects on 
ways of experiencing joy and practicing compassion in teaching . Students and fac-
ulty mutually benefit from exploring and honoring each other’s humanity .
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In this forum’s opening essay, “Teaching from the Heart,” Suketu Bhavsar reflects upon his mentor as someone who “brought his whole being to his 
academic community . His warm laughter rang through the department sev-
eral times a day, relaxing us all and making the day seem bright and promis-
ing . The joy that he communicated did not detract one iota from his scientific 
achievements or standing .” This account reminded me of a story from my first 
year as a new PhD and tenure-track assistant professor in an English depart-
ment . I was counseling a graduate student who was teaching a freshman com-
position course for the first time, and she was relieved to be speaking with me 
because, as she stated, “You’re the only professor who talks to us like we’re 
human .”
I was happy that students felt comfortable coming to my office . Dur-
ing my own time as a graduate student and teaching assistant, I had decided 
that as I moved up the professorial ladder, I was going to remain the same 
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blue-collar, down-to-earth teacher that I had been during my teaching assis-
tantships . Academia was already teeming with pompous jerks, and I felt no 
need to assume that mantle, refusing to subject my students to the intellec-
tual and professional hazing that I had suffered . Now, twenty years later, that 
graduate student and I are both associate professors, but our shared discipline 
unfortunately continues to mistreat students .
In spring 2020, the Modern Language Association released its “Report of 
the MLA Task Force on Ethical Conduct in Graduate Education,” of which 
the Executive Summary states in part:
The 2018 MLA Delegate Assembly Organizing Committee (DAOC) 
surveyed MLA members on perceived problems with graduate edu-
cation, especially those that arise from the unequal power relations 
between faculty members and graduate students . The survey results, 
discussed at the Delegate Assembly meeting in January 2019, dem-
onstrate a wide range of concerns about not only precarity and sexual 
harassment but also issues such as mental health challenges, lack of 
transparency, favoritism and bias, and emotional and material exploi-
tation . The survey shows marked dissatisfaction—but it also high-
lights structural problems in how we educate and professionalize 
graduate students and spotlights long-standing practices that invite 
abuse . (1)
I am gratified that ongoing issues in the ethical treatment of students are being 
openly identified and addressed in writing, but I am also disappointed that, 
in a discipline focused on the creative exploration of the human condition, 
professors apparently still have trouble treating students as human beings .
In Bhavsar’s account of his mentor, the operative word for me is “joy .” I 
regularly experience joy in my work, both in my teaching and in my research, 
and I sometimes wonder if some professors have lost their joy or whether 
they ever felt that joy in the first place . Perhaps someone is a highly successful 
researcher but a horrible teacher; perhaps a renowned scholar publishes in 
top journals but deigns to teach only doctoral candidates and is loath to work 
with undergraduates . The joyful celebration of teaching bright, motivated 
undergraduates is the National Collegiate Honors Council’s raison d’être . 
Few disciplinary organizations showcase undergraduate work so prominently 
in regional and national publications and conferences . I particularly love 
watching undergraduate student presentations: individual ones and group 
ones; ten-minute ones and fifty-minute ones; PowerPoints and Prezis; end-
of-semester reports, thesis defenses, and conference posters . I assign at least 
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one presentation in every class I teach . Technical Writing students present 
a research-based group recommendation report, and Teaching Composition 
students lead an individual assignment demonstration as if they were teach-
ing an actual middle school or high school language arts class . Horror Lit-
erature and Film includes group presentations on prominent horror directors 
and a midterm poster session on horror authors . All of my honors courses, 
from honors composition to upper-division seminars on the Hero’s Journey 
and The Twilight Zone, include group presentations, student-led Socratic cir-
cles, and/or a formal end-of-semester individual presentation . I confess that 
I get excited during student presentations, and I would never be a great poker 
player because every thought I have during presentations runs across my 
face . Students have taken to stealing glances at me because they like to watch 
my reactions, not simply because they think that good reactions mean good 
grades, but also because my willingness to be expressive demonstrates to my 
students that I am a human being .
During the spring 2020 pandemic lockdown, however, I was forced to 
shift my pedagogical priorities . By the end of March, students and faculty 
alike were already suffering from online overload, videoconferencing burn-
out, and overall mental and emotional fatigue . Students were losing jobs, 
their parents were losing jobs, family members had become ill, and loved ones 
had died with no funerals taking place . In an effort to mitigate the stress, I 
chose to discard my beloved end-of-semester presentations and to limit my 
course activities to required papers and asynchronous participation in discus-
sion forums . For my upper-division honors seminar on The Twilight Zone, I 
was especially sad about losing the communal viewing sessions in which we 
sat in the classroom as a group to watch and discuss the episodes together . 
Under stay-at-home orders, I was unsure of how many students subscribed 
to streaming services so that they could access the show legally, so for each 
episode I opened a forum on the episode’s original syllabus date, kept it open 
so that students could contribute if and when they were able to watch the 
episode, and did not attach grades to forum participation . In this way, I hoped 
to create an online space that maintained our classroom comradery, one in 
which students felt comfortable sharing personal stories and connecting 
them to the day’s material .
Students who had been active in class discussion continued to participate 
online while others who had typically been quiet in class or who had saved 
their personal reflections for the viewer response papers began to open up 
with their classmates when given the time and opportunity to craft thoughtful 
written comments . Several students commented on the emotional impact of 
putting thE human
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watching specific Twilight Zone episodes at home with family members . For 
the episode “In Praise of Pip,” in which a bookie reconnects with the spirit 
of his estranged son who is dying in Vietnam, one student discussed watch-
ing the episode with her father, whose own father had recently passed away, 
and another thought of her grandfather’s passing in China and how she had 
been unable to travel there . Similarly, the “Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge” 
adaptation was difficult for another student and her father to watch together 
because of a suicide by hanging in their immediate family . Some of the stron-
gest reactions were prompted by the controversial episode “The Encounter,” 
in which a World War II veteran and a young Japanese-American man are 
trapped together in a stifling attic as their resentments boil over . One African-
American student reflected on the veteran’s use of the belittling term “boy” 
and how her father, now in his 50s, is still called by the same pejorative term . 
Another told the story of two of his great-grandfathers who had served in the 
Pacific theater; the one who had seen hard combat was indoctrinated to think 
of the Japanese as enemy savages and had hidden an officer’s weapon in his 
luggage, just as the episode’s character had, while the other had seen very little 
combat as a mechanic and therefore did not return with as many entrenched 
racist tendencies . In each student’s case, the dehumanization of a person per-
ceived as “the other” struck a strong chord . As students progressed through 
the asynchronous discussion forums, I made sure to reinforce to them how 
happy and proud I was that they were sharing these stories and supporting 
each other during this extraordinary time .
As the spring 2020 semester came to a close, I left open the class days 
previously scheduled for end-of-semester presentations, and I was ultimately 
relieved that each of my honors students was able to complete the final semi-
nar paper amid the chaotic demands of online exams and Zoom honors thesis 
defenses . Throughout the last half of the semester, my university’s administra-
tion had been emailing frequent reminders to faculty about keeping student 
workloads manageable and urging faculty to be compassionate and to give 
students the benefit of the doubt . Upper administration had consulted with 
student leaders, and the deans’ offices were fielding student complaints about 
unreasonable expectations and, in some cases, workloads that had actually 
increased in the transition from face-to-face to online . My department chair, 
however, happily reported that the dean had received no complaints about 
the English department . Perhaps, in the spirit of collegiality and compas-
sion—and in contrast to the MLA’s report—my colleagues and I had finally 




Sincere thanks to the students in my spring 2020 EH 490: The Twi-
light Zone honors seminar who persevered online through the COVID-19 
pandemic lockdown: Sydney Davis, Skylar Dykes, Katherine Ferguson, 
Olivia George, Savannah Howie, Yulong Huang, Kiara Joiner, Sierra Knight, 
Makayla Lee, Clorissa Morgan, Genevieve Savoie, Trinity Stroud, and Wil-
liam Vaughn .
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design to suggest an alternative approach to community engagement . Understand-
ing service learning as going beyond merely the attainment of hours requisite for 
course completion, students are asked to develop critical reflexivity by first consid-
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Suketu P . Bhavsar writes that to have “the greatest positive impact on the academy, we must strive to be aware of and to present our wholeness in 
class and in our professional lives .” Bhavsar’s guidance can generate a posi-
tive impact not only on the academy but also on the communities that sur-
round our academic institutions . During the spring of 2020, the first author 
of this paper, Lauren Collins, had the opportunity to create an honors course 
focused on teaching critical service learning based on grappling with what it 
means to do service as part of an academic experience . Broadly defined, ser-
vice learning is a linking of teaching and learning within a higher education 
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institution to the needs of the surrounding community . The second author, 
Michaela Niva, was a student in the course .
Universities are anchor institutions in their locations (Birch, Perry, & 
Taylor, 2013), which means that, unlike businesses which are often not tied 
(anchored) to their locations, universities are very much a permanent and 
vested partner in community development and social change . Additionally, 
universities possess large economic, human, intellectual, and institutional 
resources that can serve to improve and grow local economies and build 
stronger communities . Community-engaged partnerships and programs, of 
which service-learning programs are a central component, are vitally impor-
tant to the impact of the academy on the surrounding community . Honors 
colleges are inherently well-suited to these types of programs as interdiscipli-
narity and connections to the public good are sought out, embraced, and cen-
tral to their missions . As Knapp, Camarena, and Moore (2017) argue, “when 
intentionally directed, honors education promotes the full transformation of 
the student” (p . 121) .
The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching describes 
community engagement as “collaboration between institutions of higher 
education and their larger communities (local, regional/state, national, 
global) for the mutually beneficial exchange of knowledge and resources in 
a context of partnership and reciprocity” (Carnegie, 2006) . Higher educa-
tion institutions, especially land grant colleges, have been called “democra-
cy’s colleges,” and commitment to the public good is typically included in 
the mission statements of most public higher education institutions (Boyte, 
2015) . Community-engaged programs like service learning provide opportu-
nities for students to engage in the complicated work of solving big problems 
and participating in a diverse democracy . However, service and community 
engagement have historically been seen as unidirectional, with universities 
providing knowledge and service to the public while the community stake-
holder remains a passive recipient (Bortolin, 2011) . The course that Collins 
designed and in which Niva was a student was in in response to this tension .
challenges with service-learning partnerships
In university service programs, a variety of power dynamics are typi-
cally at play between people affiliated with the institution and a commu-
nity partner . One common dynamic is that faculty and students work with 
under-resourced communities that are different from their own, especially 
in relation to race and social economic status (Green 2003; Mitchell, 2012) . 
collins and niva
32
Another is that the people who work at partner organizations, which are typi-
cally nonprofit and social service organizations, often have to invest a large 
amount of time and energy into working with students while the quality of 
student work varies and is not guaranteed .
At the same time, I have seen firsthand how working on an identified 
challenge in partnership with a community partner is a deeply powerful pro-
cess that helps students engage with course content in a more meaningful 
way . This work can also help facilitate the civic engagement and responsibility 
in community development that are crucial to our ability to live and work 
across difference and to address big shared “wicked problems .” In my courses 
I increasingly hear from students that they feel a profound sense of disen-
franchisement and disconnection between their daily lives and national or 
global events and politics . Too often students express a sense of apathy and 
frustration with the current world order as they struggle to feel empowered to 
make lasting change in their communities . Traditional academic classes can 
feel boring or formulaic for many students, and opportunities to apply what is 
being learned are far too infrequent . Community-engaged projects can bridge 
theory and practice while at the same time helping students sharpen their 
skills in leadership, communication, cultural humility, and critical thinking . 
In Niva’s words,
As a social science student, many classes that I have taken in college 
focus on all the injustices in the world . When you are aware of injus-
tice but do nothing to address it, it is hard not to be complicit . I have 
always been interested in addressing social injustice, and have had 
desires to engage with my community, but felt apprehensive about 
taking the first step or worry that my contributions won’t amount to 
anything . Offering a class that unpacks those social injustices while 
simultaneously providing the students with the ability to address 
them is invaluable . For me, this class provided the first experience of 
community engagement needed to push me over the threshold of 
maybe someday to today .
the class:  
supporting refugees in our community
This course was designed to positively affect refugee resettlement in our 
community; it focused on how we could help the local International Rescue 
Committee (IRC) support newly arriving refugees to navigate life in our small, 
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insular town . At the same time, the class was just as much about complicating 
notions of help and service and focusing our collective energies on under-
standing each person’s unique motivation for taking action on this issue . We 
met weekly for two hours and spent class time engaging with a range of texts, 
interactive activities, and guest speakers from the community, who taught us 
about their work with vulnerable communities and refugees . To build student 
activism skills, I incorporated training on civic power as well as assignments 
that required students to interview local activists, research local politicians, 
and write and submit an op-ed piece to a news source of their choice . Embed-
ded in these assignments was a learning goal that students would come to see 
themselves as civic actors with civic power who could take a stand in many 
ways .
pedagogical elements
Rather than Working as Direct Service Providers, Students 
Provided Service to the Administration of an Organization 
That was Working on a Social Problem
In this course, while students did have a preexisting interest and con-
cern for refugees, none were refugees themselves, and they had limited past 
experience engaging with refugees . To address this power imbalance, our 
class focused our service project on work for the nonprofit’s administration 
because, as Bargerstock and Bloomgarden (2016) describe, the benefits of 
university-community partnerships are weighted disproportionately in favor 
of “insider” constituencies (mainly students and faculty) over external (com-
munity) entities . Democracy’s Education (Boyte, 2015) showed the results 
of assessing 600 service-learning programs across the nation and found that 
only one percent “focus on specifically political concerns and solutions such 
as working with groups to represent the interests of a community” while 
more than half provide direct service, such as surveying in food shelters and 
tutoring .
Disruption of the Traditional Classroom Power Structure
Another feature of the course was that I stepped back from centering 
learning on content that I was delivering and instead turned over much of the 
classroom facilitation and learning to students in the course . I also incorpo-
rated community-based knowledge through listening and learning sessions 
with a variety of stakeholders who worked with refugees in our community, 
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including state officials, service providers, an immigration lawyer, and experts 
on the refugees’ home country conditions . Students could choose one of four 
books to use as their textbook, with the caveat that they had to transmit key 
takeaways from their chosen book to their classmates . For the final contribu-
tion to the International Rescue Committee, students provided the IRC with 
a cultural orientation curriculum based on needs that were identified and 
articulated by the IRC staff who had visited the class; students scoped the cur-
riculum and determined what they would work on and how . Additionally, an 
honors program alumnus who was working at the IRC through AmeriCorps 
served as a teaching assistant and co-creator of the course . Unlike models of 
learning that rest on the knowledge of the professor, this course leaned into 
the knowledge of the community outside and inside the classroom .
Reflection and the Heart Space
Tisdell and Tolliver (2011) write that “for learning to be truly transfor-
mative, it must engage one’s whole being .  .  .  . It has to get into our hearts, 
souls, and bodies and into our interactions with others in the world” (p . 93) . 
In After Virtue, Alasdair C . MacIntyre notes, “I can only answer the question 
‘What am I to do?’ if I can answer the prior question ‘Of what story or stories 
do I find myself a part?’ .” One of the key foci of the course was the impor-
tance of students first knowing themselves and how their life experiences and 
dreams drew them to working with refugees . We addressed these questions 
through class discussions and a “Self, Service, Action” paper that each stu-
dent ultimately read aloud to the class . While not religiously oriented, this 
course drew on the theological tradition of vocation, and at the end of our 
discussions with each community partner and guest speaker, we talked about 
what drew them to their work and what inspired them to want to serve their 
communities .
living the questions
By the time the class delivered their final cultural orientation curriculum 
to the IRC, the class had been a success by the traditional methods of assess-
ment . The students felt satisfied, their work was exemplary, the community 
partner’s feedback was positive, and the products the students created were 
put to use shortly thereafter . Still, after the conclusion of the course, I have 
continued to reflect on how I can bring my whole self—as well as my criti-
cal lens on power dynamics and my work toward societal equity—into the 
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classroom with an appropriate degree of political engagement . I sometimes 
question whether college students should be getting involved with complex 
human rights and social welfare issues, and I wonder if the classroom is an 
appropriate place for explicit connections between service and civic action .
Although college campuses are often viewed as isolated or removed from 
the issues of their surrounding community, the reality is that classrooms are 
microcosms of the larger worlds in which they exist . Engaged, activist, ser-
vice-learning courses are a moral imperative (Hartman, 2016) . This class had 
just within its small circle the perspectives of international students, students 
from small towns in Montana, and students from opposite sides of the U .S . 
This diversity fulfilled part of that moral imperative . The relationship between 
the personal and the societal in service learning is inescapable . Although I 
strive to demonstrate political or partisan neutrality for my students, the very 
existence of this class takes a partisan stance that refugees’ lives are important, 
that their success upon arrival in our communities is important, and that we 
cannot remain neutral on these issues . Service-learning courses offer a physi-
cal and temporal space for students to meet, reflect, and engage with power, 
an important part of contemporary higher education .
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Abstract: Many colleges profess a deep commitment to teaching the values of social 
justice by simply following laws and then using compliance as evidence of building 
inclusive community . This essay considers practical outcomes for the authentic and 
compassionate teaching of social justice issues by presenting two (2018 and 2019) 
seven-week honors offerings that examine minimally stipulated laws and the ways 
they are enacted by encouraging students to engage in contemporary and historical 
discourses on the subject . Challenging honors educators to reexamine legal philoso-
phies, historical precedence, and their role in the academy, the author argues for the 
moral obligation of honors to lead institutions through paradigmatic shifts in teach-
ing social justice and activism . A description of curriculum is presented .
Keywords: social justices—study & teaching; honors education; activism; law; 
Columbus State University (GA)—Honors College
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My first position in education was as an undergraduate paid intern in the truancy office at the local high school . Thirty-three years later, I have 
worked at seven different institutions in four states . For the last nine years, I 
have been working at Columbus State University (CSU) in Columbus, Geor-
gia, as their late-night reference supervisor at the Schwob Library . I also serve 
as an honors college instructor, where I teach social justice classes not only for 
my own edification but also as part of the recruitment process for the honors 
program .
My pedagogy was developed during my upbringing in the Upper Penin-
sula of Michigan and is rooted in the teaching of the church, a love for clean 
blue lakes, and a deep belief in fair wages and health care for all . I have been 
influenced by a wide group of people including professors, trappers, nuns, 
sailboat captains, nurses, chaplains, and winter soldiers .
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In times of social unrest and crisis, most institutions batten down the 
hatches and look for a safe harbor . However, I believe that we need to sail 
into the storm . Our renewed and invigorated national conversation about 
social justice should cause us to look deeply into our souls . For example, three 
major legal events completely changed campuses: the Civil Right Act of 1964, 
the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, and the Patient Protection and 
Affordable Care Act of 2010 . The laws have had a powerfully positive effect, 
and we do the aims of these landmark social justice laws a disservice when 
we think only about what we are mandated to enforce . Such a philosophy can 
leave a hole in our soul . For example, we should want to have elevators, park-
ing, and ramps for our students with disabilities instead of behaving as if these 
accommodations were a huge burden . We should celebrate the day that de 
facto apartheid was ended upon the integration of our institutions rather than 
act as if integration were something forced by “Yankees up north .”
The social justice classes that I taught in the fall of 2018 and 2019 were 
probably the best-received classes that I have ever been a part of . During 
my time working at CSU, I came to understand how little academic space is 
devoted explicitly to exploring social justice concerns, and students seemed 
to be craving the opportunity to talk about social justice issues as part of their 
academic curriculum . In my class, the students were on a seven-week journey 
that interwove contemporary issues with historical issues . Classroom activi-
ties ran the gamut: reading passages from Ellison’s Invisible Man; watching 
clips about the Vietnam Veterans Against the War movement and the Winter 
Soldier Investigation of 1971; studying the impact of Colin Kaepernick kneel-
ing; and watching clips from the movies Jojo Rabbit, The Producers, and The 
Great Dictator . We also studied contemporary and archived cartoons from 
The New Yorker, looked at old yearbooks and newspaper photos, watched 
clips from The Rundown with Robin Thede, and listened to famous songs such 
as “Strange Fruit” by Billie Holiday .
Those of us who teach about social justice can feel that we are on an end-
less spinning wheel . In May of 2020, George Floyd was killed by police, lead-
ing to a national dialogue about the intersection between racism and criminal 
justice reform . Fast forward to August of 2020, and we saw players in the NBA 
take part in a three-day boycott due to the killing of Jacob Blake by police . 
Institutions all over the nation struggled with trying to find a safe, public 
response to show that they advocate social justice while navigating a complex 
political game .
I believe that, unfortunately, the power structures that govern many of 
our universities look at social justice issues the same way most people look 
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at their health and wellness . In other words, social justice is only important 
in times of crisis . Sickness is going to come for all of us, and it can take many 
forms that include Parkinson’s disease, cancer, strokes, arthritis, and multiple 
sclerosis . When the winds of sickness come, they come with vengeance . Most 
people are shocked to find out what life is like behind the curtain when they 
become members of a subgroup with a disability, yet doctors, researchers, 
therapists, and other professionals who work for the good of the human con-
dition have told us again and again that we can’t wait to care about health and 
well-being until someone famous falls ill or dies unexpectedly . Instead, health 
care is a national concern that deserves sustained national attention .
What drives people who don’t have Parkinson’s to advocate passionately 
on behalf of people who do? I often think about my old rowing coach who 
flew to Israel to watch the trial of Adolf Eichmann in April of 1961 . Why does 
a man who runs a summer fly fishing business take two months off during his 
busy season to fly to Israel? True, he was a soldier who took part in the lib-
eration of a Nazi concentration camp, but many solders liberated camps, and 
they did not fly to see the trial in person . When family members came home 
from Vietnam disgusted by the war, he marched with them in Washington, 
D .C ., to protest the war . At my coach’s funeral, his stepson told the audience 
one of my coach’s famous aphorisms, which was that his trip to Israel was the 
most incredible educational experience of his life, but, unfortunately, he did 
not know what he’d learned .
Sailing into a storm can be complex . For example, in my last honors class, 
we spent some time talking about CSU’s relationship with Jim Crow since 
the university had started as a segregated college in 1958 . The college had 
embraced confederacy culture by naming their mascot The Rebel and waving 
the confederate flag at all major events, including commencement, until the 
early 1970s . The students had a powerful and visceral reaction to old year-
book pictures showing these moments from CSU’s past, a reaction that led 
to intense debate .
The session about CSU’s relationship with Jim Crow especially hit a 
nerve with the students who were serving as orientation leaders . They had 
been representing CSU without taking time to think about the university’s 
history . CSU is quiet about its past and whitewashes its history as much as it 
can . The orientation leaders in the class started taking the first steps in a com-
plex journey of dealing with the moral compromises that we make in working 
for flawed institutions . I believe that we all need to be thinking daily about 
how we as social justice advocates can help bring change to our universities 





But we can and should not be taking this journey alone . Like my row-
ing coach, our institutions should take pilgrimages to holy lands where they 
search for their souls . What would an Eichmann-like trial look like in which 
the leaders of our colleges would have to plead guilty to defending the past 
sins of a college? Can a defense be that the college was just following orders? 
I believe that only our embrace of “justice for all” allows us to become whole, 
or as my old law professor would say, it is not the bricks but what is between 
the bricks that holds us together .
One of my most vocal critics of the course was a history professor who 
argued that engaging in such debate was “just riling up” students . For me, as 
an honors college instructor, I feel that I am duty-bound to teach by certain 
principles . I believe that we, as honors college professionals, can lead our 
institutions and fellow staff members into a new social justice paradigm shift 
if we look for truth within the truth and if we do not fear the storm .
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Abstract: This essay describes how an honors classroom introduces public speak-
ing and active listening to encourage heroism and social justice among students . 
Asserting that people often look for a hero in times of crises, the author suggests that 
honors programs can become safe places where students learn the skills necessary 
to advocate for those in need and demonstrably help their communities . By cultivat-
ing essential skills in rhetoric and oral presentation, honors students identify with 
heroic, altruistic aspects of themselves and others .
Keywords: public speaking; heroes; courage; community & college; Seminole State 
College (FL)—The Grindle Honors Institute
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Like all heroes, I have a secret identity . Outside the classroom, people see    me as a mild-mannered, absentminded professor . In the classroom, I am 
still a mild-mannered, absentminded professor, but this is not just a percep-
tion of me: it is my real hero persona . When I walk into my classroom, I face 
people who, through my course, will become empowered to be the same thing 
I am: a hero . I will change their hearts and minds . I will empower them to 
change the world around them with their secret powers of drive, eloquence, 
and intellect . Just like the graduates of Professor Xavier’s School for Gifted 
Youngsters, when they leave they will be able to save the world from villainies 
large and small for the betterment of society and themselves .
Professor Xavier and I have a lot in common: baldness (I’ve had cancer 
twice, though I now have some short luxurious locks), academic training, 
and the need to expand within our honors students the nascent powers they 
possess but might not recognize in themselves . I teach the dreaded public 
speaking course—the one where students would rather be in the coffin than 
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give the eulogy . I know that they would sooner sit on a plane full of snakes, 
have life-altering surgery, or do practically anything other than taking my 
course . Glossophobia is ranked among the most common fears in the world, 
and students bemoan the unfair fact that the course is required . I explain 
to them that public speaking is required in honors because it is required in 
life . I tell my honors students that within them lies the ability to change the 
world and make it a better place both locally and globally . By learning to give 
effective speeches, they can talk bosses into giving them raises, school boards 
into rezoning their children, communities into supporting Black Lives Mat-
ter, Habitat for Humanity or other civic causes, and the world into chang-
ing policies that benefit everyone . If they don’t bother to learn this skill, their 
message, ineptly delivered, will be drowned out in the cacophony of other 
unintelligible rubbish that gets posted on Facebook or TikTok, gets a few 
likes, and then fades into digital oblivion .
Professor Xavier and I share a common arch-nemesis: society itself works 
against us as we create and train our heroes . My honors students have been 
taught to hate public speaking to the depth of their souls . They are told to 
be silent; their words don’t matter; their thoughts and feelings are irrelevant, 
fake news; they are too “snowflake” to deserve a voice . Hearts and minds are 
muffled when they fear the forum from which to voice their passions . Try to 
think of a movie, television, show, or book in which a character is joyful in 
anticipation of giving a speech; none comes to my mind, yet every day stu-
dents are bombarded with images of people giving poor speeches that make 
them objects of ridicule .
Students see speeches by purported leaders that are meaningless gobble-
dygook, one minute making a statement that a few seconds later they contra-
dict . They hear voices of people who are knowledgeable silenced by bombastic 
“influencers” who are seen as smarter than the learned experts who have the 
intellectual knowledge . At the same time, they see great speeches that they 
can’t possibly imagine giving themselves . Students come to believe that there 
are two types of people who give speeches: heroes and zeroes . Heroes, of 
course, give perfect speeches the first time they open their mouths and move 
people to heights of great achievement and honor . Heroes—leaders, lawyers, 
activists, politicians—change people’s lives and make the world a better place . 
Zeroes—also leaders, lawyers, activists, politicians—give terrible speeches 
that, regardless of rhetorical eloquence, make the world a worse place . Our 
students, as mere mortals, feel they can’t compete and so live in constant fear 
of opening their mouths and letting their voices be heard .
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So my mission is to change these mere mortals into, as Dr . Phil would say, 
“heroes in their own lives .” Like the Professor, I have a training plan . My Dan-
ger Room doesn’t have evil robots or mutants . It has sample speeches, verbal 
activities, games, and lessons that help my mortals find their superpowers 
from within . I let them know my classroom is the safest place in which they 
will ever give a speech . Here they can make mistakes, open up their hearts 
and minds to explore their passions, watch others to learn from them both 
the right way and wrong way to speak, and find their own voice as a citizen of 
the world . I address their fears and let them know that failure here can mean 
success out there, where the words they use can make or break a situation, a 
relationship, or a crisis . I teach them informative speech styles so they can 
instruct others about vital skills they will need in their jobs and their lives . I 
give them persuasion tactics that will help them get that raise, raise money for 
their cause, and cause them to start, stop, or change policies that directly affect 
them and those in their community . I enlighten them about special occasion 
speeches so they can give a Mother’s Day tribute, offer the toast at a wedding 
to celebrate a community’s joy, and preside at a funeral with a eulogy that will 
unite the community in their sorrow . By teaching these skills, I empower my 
honors students to become their own heroes, failing and stumbling in prac-
tice in order to become successful in reality .
As every hero knows, the greatest gift is a prodigy who takes up your 
mantle in the cause of justice . I have students email me, write me, and call me, 
letting me know how their words have made them heroes in the real world . A 
young woman, who shook terribly giving her first few speeches in class, let me 
know that she easily breezed through her presentations for the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff in Washington on a weekly basis . Another student, who competed on 
my speech team, ran communications for an international corporation with 
their headquarters a few blocks from my school; she now works for an influ-
ential resource group in D .C . One student claimed that along with getting 
over her fears of public speaking, she is no longer afraid of snakes either . (I am 
still afraid of snakes; every hero has a weakness .) Every semester I get to see 
my mere mortals transform themselves into their own individual hero and, in 
turn, transmogrify the community they serve . Perhaps my greatest achieve-
ment is to see former students go on to become hero teachers . My greatest 
pride is knowing a former student of mine sits contentedly in my old office 
at my previous school, a published author and a professor of speech as well .
My work in the classroom shows how education can empower our hon-
ors students and make them heroes . Chadwick Boseman, a strong free speech 
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advocate, gave the commencement speech in 2018 at his alma mater, Howard 
University, and said, “I don’t know what your future is, but if you are will-
ing to take the harder way, the more complicated one, the one with more 
failures at first than successes, the one that’s ultimately proved to have more 
victory, more glory, then you will not regret it .” No longer are my students’ 
hearts muffled; they are out in the open forming their own hero teams from 
Z-Men to Next GenAvengers to Guardians of (this) Galaxy . From teaching 
them “What Not to Wear” to “How Not to Speak,” I give them a voice and 
the conviction to use their words and ideas to make the world a better place . 
We don’t need just another hero; we need many if we are going to have these 
honors students succeed and make the world a better place . We need heroes 
with big hearts, big minds, and big hopes that they can change the future; 
helping them find their voices makes these hopes and dreams a reality . I relish 
my opportunity to be a part of their growth, to watch them put on the cape 
and soar in their own lives .
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Abstract: One reason that honors faculty often engage students in seminar dis-
cussions is to keep debate’s features of competition, argument, and discord at bay . 
Intentionally structured academic debate represents a transdisciplinary pedagogy 
capable of cultivating ethical and empathetic citizenship through critical and cre-
ative thinking . The author uses such debate in a seminar curriculum to engage 
multiple sides of a single, complex sociopolitical issue with students of different 
disciplinary backgrounds, thereby fostering new understandings of beliefs: what is 
believed, why it is believed, and how one might live in accord with one’s beliefs as an 
ethical citizen . Through research, writing, and oral discourse, the author asserts that 
intentional structuring moves academic debate beyond mere techniques for win-
ning to help students achieve meaningful engagement with ideas . As such, it merits 
consideration as an experiential pedagogy to facilitate student learning in honors . A 
thorough review of relevant literature in honors is presented . Curricular overview 
and exercise templates are appended .
Keywords: academic debates & debating; teaching methods; argument-counter-
argument integration; citizenship & ethics; University of Alabama (AL)—Honors 
College
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Debate as a vehicle for civil deliberation and student learning gets a bad rap . Crossfire-style shouting matches, intimidation tactics by politicians 
in televised performances leading up to elections, and limited-character Twit-
ter arguments appear to represent the full potential of debate: argument and 
discord (Chomsky, 2002; Dimock, 2009) . Thus, educators often shy away 
from debate out of concern that the pedagogy presents lopsided arguments 
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as equally valid and encourages students to understand dialogue about criti-
cal issues of public interest as a mere game to be won .
Moses (2019) frets that debate represents a moral quagmire because 
competing positions hold equal validity, elevating dangerous ideas for the 
sake of free speech . A related concern leads honors educators Hyde and Bine-
ham (2000) to disparage debate because the structure fails to account for the 
harm done when competing ideological positions clash . Their experience of 
debate is one of significant polarization where students “embrace [their] posi-
tion as the ‘right’ one and defend it unflinchingly” regardless of the validity 
of the adopted stance (p . 219) . Such critiques lead Muir (1993) to fret that 
debate risks consciousness-raising without encouraging the critical thinking 
and empathetic disposition necessary for students to develop moral positions 
on complex sociopolitical issues .
In competitive debate tournaments, the focus on words per minute and 
rebuttal tactics—coaching strategies for gathering victories—suggests to the 
non-debater an abrasive approach to engagement that hampers efforts at civil 
discourse, yet time constraints that limit detailed analysis and truncate eviden-
tiary support for complicated positions ensure the staying power of rapid-fire 
argumentation (Dimock, 2009) . Ehninger (1958) worries, “Playing [debate] 
as a game deliberately fosters a habit of not facing up, of taking some of the 
most serious and pressing problems facing society, and simply playing at the 
solving of them as if they were party pastimes” (p . 135) . The emphasis on 
techniques for winning rather than engagement with ideas means that “aca-
demic debate has long been charged with sophistry—the debater, defending 
both sides of a given issue, accused of hypocrisy and insincerity” (Muir, 1993, 
p . 277) . Even Socrates worried over this danger, with Plato (1961) writing in 
the Republic that rhetoric risks “misuse  .  .  . as a form of sport” with competi-
tors “delight[ing] like puppies in pulling about and tearing with words all who 
approach them” (539b) . The risk is that students who treat debate like a game 
no longer trust their moral compass . Considering the critiques of debate in 
concert allows an understanding of why opinions of it veer toward devious 
political efforts rather than its democratic origins .
debate as honors pedagogy
Despite these concerns, studies show that experience with academic 
debate leads to higher scores on critical thinking tests (Huseman et al ., 
1972), elevated GPAs (Mezuk et al ., 2011), more consistent presence in class 
(Shackelford, 2019), increased preparedness to succeed in future coursework 
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(Anderson & Mezuk, 2012; Matlon & Keele, 1984), and access to future lead-
ership positions (Freeley, 1986) . Allen et al . (2009) find that while all forms 
of oral presentation strengthen students’ critical reasoning skills, participa-
tion in academic debate leads to a 44% growth in critical thinking ability (see 
also Williams et al ., 2001) . Meanwhile, Dell (1958) observes that students 
who participate in academic debate express better preparation for voting and 
future civic engagement .
In addition, intentionally structured academic debate facilitates key ele-
ments of honors student learning, including transdisciplinary inquiry, critical 
and creative thinking, and ethical and empathetic citizenship . The National 
Collegiate Honors Council (NCHC) (n .d .) suggests that honors learning is 
engaged and experiential, curates creativity and inquiry, incites students to 
explore their assumptions, and promotes a questioning disposition toward 
critical sociopolitical issues . Practicing rhetoric, or the faculties of persua-
sion, in an honors course encourages structured conversations about issues 
of public importance and allows speakers to articulate and defend positions 
for what ought to be done in society . Thus, honors educators should claim 
intentionally structured academic debate as a transdisciplinary honors peda-
gogy that requires students to seek out and employ all the available means of 
persuasion, a process that develops critical and creative thinking . Within the 
context of honors seminars, intentionally structured academic debate further 
succeeds in curating ethical and empathetic citizenship .
To situate an argument for intentionally structured academic debate as 
an honors pedagogy, let us briefly explore the honors student and the hon-
ors learning experience . In her literature review of the way honors educators 
understand honors students, Achterberg (2005) suggests that honors stu-
dents possess high ability and potential to succeed; in the classroom, they are 
“eager, exploratory, and experienced” (p . 77) . Noting that the status of “hon-
ors student” has different meanings for different students on different cam-
puses, she nevertheless suggests that honors students as a collective group 
benefit from intensive courses containing collaborative, experiential oppor-
tunities; this is because honors students “need to learn to work effectively in 
teams, make oral presentations to large groups of people, initiate contact with 
people of different status, age, and cultures, and be comfortable in a variety of 
contexts” (Achterberg, 2005, p . 80) . These types of experiences in the class-
room help counter students’ tendency to see the faculty member as the expert 
for whom students must produce a right answer (e .g ., Edman, 2002) . While 
opportunities for debate may also be of use to non-honors students, the ped-
agogical goals of honors education—including transdisciplinary learning, 
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critical and creative thinking, and ethical and empathetic citizenship—make 
intentionally structured academic debate a powerful vehicle for honors stu-
dent learning . Akin to service learning and study abroad, honors educators 
should claim intentionally structured academic debate as a foundational ped-
agogical tool for honors curricula .
Honors classes engage students in debates about complicated ethi-
cal issues, but they often do so in informal ways (e .g ., Basu, 2017; Hester & 
Besing, 2017; Robertson & Rane-Szostak, 2001) . Faculty report the value 
of these discussions and assignments (e .g ., Achterberg, 2005; Huelin, 2003) . 
For example, Nickolai (2005) finds that when faculty challenge students to 
write persuasive speeches, the students do so attentive to “rational appeal, 
emotional appeal, and ethical appeal” (p . 49) . The combination of the three 
encourages students to practice the forms of rhetoric—ethos (credibility), 
pathos (emotion), and logos (logical reasoning)—while learning how to 
write for an audience other than their professor . In another example, Bax-
ter Magolda (1992) notes that many honors students seek out opportunities 
to debate their instructors and peers, learning from the personal comrad-
ery that comes with debate more than from lecture courses . Robertson and 
Rane-Szostak (2001) even report their students requesting more class time 
dedicated to debate opportunities . They note that students pinpoint debate as 
the classroom experience that best facilitates their learning . When done well, 
debate warrants consideration as a pedagogical tactic for honors education .
Moral Forum
To demonstrate the pedagogical value of debate in honors, I offer the 
example of the honors seminar Moral Forum at the University of Alabama, 
which uses intentionally structured academic debate as an experiential ped-
agogy . Moral Forum introduces honors students to ethical discourse and 
civil deliberation via the analysis of a debate resolution addressing a single, 
complex sociopolitical issue . Students study the issue through the lenses of 
multiple ethical traditions . As students become familiar with the issue, they 
write affirmative and negative position statements responding to the debate 
resolution via one ethical tradition . Students next pair into teams of two to 
continue their research and revise their theory-based position statements . 
Student teams then participate in the Moral Forum Tournament, where they 
use ethical theories to advocate for and against the resolution . Volunteer 
judges evaluate students’ success in the debate rounds based on persuasive-
ness, moral reasoning, and use of empathetic dialogue .
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Moral Forum teaches students that difficult ethical questions do not have 
a right answer . Instead of searching for a correct answer, students must use 
all of the faculties available to them to discern why they believe what they 
believe, how to engage difficult questions in a logically consistent way, and 
where they might find value, collaboration, and empathy with others who 
think differently than they do . While Moral Forum represents just one form 
of intentionally structured academic debate, the course offers a good exam-
ple to interested honors educators about the possibilities of debate for their 
classes . The Appendix offers a more detailed explanation of the Moral Forum 
course and debate tournament .
Transdisciplinary Learning
As the example of Moral Forum demonstrates, intentionally structured 
academic debate deserves a place in honors curricula because it engages stu-
dents in reasoning, citizenship, and teamwork while exceeding the bounds of 
academic disciplines . The pedagogy undermines the norm of understanding 
problems within the confines of an academic discipline and instead encour-
ages honors students to see knowledge as interconnected (Muir, 1993) . Trans-
disciplinarity borrows from multiple ways of encountering and responding 
to complex issues, prompting students to consider themselves members of a 
community of scholars who depend upon and learn with each other (Univer-
sity of Alabama Honors College, 2020) . The learning that occurs via inten-
tionally structured debate is necessarily broader than that of a disciplinary 
course (NCHC, 2013) as debate draws upon multiple disciplines in order to 
introduce students to varied ways of conceptualizing and addressing complex 
problems .
Both engineering and English majors may find points of interest in ethi-
cal analysis of the debate topic since the topic benefits from multiple lines of 
inquiry and ways of confronting problems . The inclusion of students from dif-
ferent disciplinary backgrounds—as is typical of honors seminars (NCHC, 
2013)—means that the questions asked about the debate topic are more 
robust than would be possible if all students were trained to confront diffi-
cult problems in the same way (e .g ., Cargas, 2016; Wintrol & Jerinic, 2013) . 
The pedagogy encourages students to draw from their disciplinary knowledge 
bases but also to reckon with other ways of knowing and being, including 
philosophy, communication studies, and the many disciplinary fields that the 
debate topic concerns . A debate on the morality of plea bargaining, for exam-
ple, required students to familiarize themselves with criminal justice, gender 
bailEy
54
and race studies, sociology, law, history, political science, and social work, 
among other fields . Thus, intentionally structured academic debate asks stu-
dents to engage subject matter in a transdisciplinary conversation, where they 
must interrogate the bounds of their conceptions in order to advance . The 
effectiveness of this pedagogical tactic for honors student learning is inherent 
in the primary learning outcomes of academic debate: critical and creative 
thinking and ethical and empathetic citizenship .
Critical and Creative Thinking
The NCHC Board of Directors (2013) argues that critical thinking and 
creative ways of understanding problems are signature honors student learn-
ing outcomes . While Cargas (2016) notes that critical thinking as an honors 
student learning outcome remains underexplored, she suggests that teaching 
the habit “is especially important in interdisciplinary honors programs” and 
courses that deal with “controversial issues” (p . 125) . Thus, let us first define 
critical and creative thinking to then understand the ways that intentionally 
structured academic debate makes possible such learning .
Paul and Elder (2006) assert that “critical thinking is the art of analyzing 
and evaluating thinking with a view to improving it” (p . 4) . Creative thinking, 
meanwhile, amounts to a habit of looking outside the norm and persisting in 
investigation (Weston, 2006) . Paul (1993) argues that critical thinking can-
not separate from creative thinking; the two exist as tandem components of 
the fit mind . However, both demand practice . Thus, Paul (1993) argues that 
we must learn how to analyze and evaluate our thinking as well as expand the 
possibilities for how we think .
Honors education relies heavily on seminar discussions wherein students 
work through difficult problems and perform textual analysis (e .g ., Achter-
berg, 2005; Hester & Besing, 2017; Taylor, 2002) . While the seminar format 
is a powerful pedagogical strategy, Cargas (2016) notes that even in honors 
classes, students defer to experts and texts rather than forming their own 
opinions and “are not yet open to the possibility of valid counterarguments” 
(p . 124) . Employing intentionally structured academic debate alongside 
seminar discussion elevates the possibility of student learning beyond what 
either pedagogy could achieve on its own .
Kruglanski and Webster (1996) note that human beings form decisions 
based on a habit of cognitive seizing and freezing, where “closure [is sought] 
as soon as possible” and “maintain[ed]  .  .  . as long as possible” (p . 263) . 
Intentionally structured academic debate trains students to refuse this stance 
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because it requires students to reckon with competing interpretations of a 
problem . Students engage in an active process of meaning making because 
they cannot rely on their experiences or preconceptions to develop an argu-
ment . Instead, students must present an equally strong argument for the side 
they disagree with (Greene & Hicks, 2005) . Thus, students learn to seek out 
research and expertise that they evaluate before drawing conclusions about 
complex issues .
The research process must be continuous to stay on top of the fast-
changing landscape of the debate topic . One memorable final debate round, 
in which students debated the morality of the United States government 
employing drone strikes on foreign soil, demonstrates the crucial nature of 
this habit . Throughout the tournament, debates often centered on the harm 
done when civilians die during drone strikes . Harrowing examples of women 
and children killed and medical professionals caught in the crossfire when 
responding to strikes proved persuasive for negative teams . On the morn-
ing of the final debate round, though, a humanitarian watchdog organization 
reported that United States drone strikes resulted in no civilian deaths dur-
ing the preceding ten-month period . The team arguing for the continued use 
of drone strikes read this report, but their opponents did not . Because the 
affirmative team developed a habit of constant questioning and research, they 
uncovered the evidence necessary to dismantle a significant argument against 
their position, allowing them to carry the round .
Thus, unlike an essay or examination, in which students make their argu-
ments once, intentionally structured academic debate demands a longitudi-
nal commitment wherein students write and rewrite arguments on multiple 
sides of a complex, pressing issue (Cargas, 2016; Woodard, 2019) . Rewriting 
position statements as a team requires students to account for logical or evi-
dentiary gaps in their previous iterations as well as feedback provided by the 
instructor, peers, and judges—a process that improves the level of the analy-
sis and the power of the argument made . Successful teams continue to rewrite 
their position statements after every debate round in order to better position 
themselves for the subsequent round .
Another way that intentionally structured academic debate enhances 
student learning of critical and creative thinking is the requirement for oral 
defense (Rusk & Razzak, 2019) . Paul (1993) notes, “Reasoning is a sequence 
of inferences that begin somewhere and take us somewhere else . Thus, all rea-
soning comes to an end, yet could have been taken further” (p . 37) . Anecdot-
ally, I observe students in Moral Forum appear satisfied with their reasoning 
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until they engage in a practice debate round . Students often expect that their 
preconceived arguments will fill the time allotted for speeches, and they 
express confidence in their planned rebuttals to counter the anticipated logic 
and examples of their opponents . However, they soon find their preparation 
on both counts lacking . Upon attempting to defend their position orally, they 
realize the limitations of their understanding of both the complexity of the 
issue and the evidence needed to support their arguments . In preparation for 
the judged debate rounds, students return to theory and research to shore up 
their logic . Thus, intentionally structured academic debate requires students to 
continue honing their critical and creative thinking skills while reckoning with 
ethical theories and their understanding of what ought to be done in society .
Ethical and Empathetic Citizenship
In addition to facilitating critical and creative thinking, intentionally 
structured academic debate produces ethical and empathetic citizens . The 
University of Alabama Honors College (2020) defines ethical and empathetic 
citizens as scholars “who evaluate solutions to complex social or professional 
issues integrating perspectives and beliefs of others that one does not nec-
essarily share” (para . 4) . Honors education cultivates “local and global” citi-
zens who “tolerat[e] ambiguity” and difference (NCHC Board of Directors, 
2013) . Students come to see themselves as citizens of a collaborative learning 
community because of the focus on engaged, experiential pedagogies and the 
attention given to the whole student .
One value of intentionally structured academic debate is the opportu-
nity for students to discern why they believe what they believe (Robertson 
& Rane-Szostak, 2001) . Thus, students in Moral Forum learn and then steep 
their positions in the ethical theories of utilitarianism, deontology, natu-
ral law, Rawlsian justice as fairness, ethics of care, and Foucauldian critical 
theory (see Appendix for more explanation) . For almost all the students in 
the course, these ways of understanding what ought to be done are wholly 
unfamiliar . Students may think with some of the ideas contained in the theo-
ries, but they enter the honors seminar unfamiliar with the language or logic 
of them . Huelin (2003) argues, “Whether this alienation is historical, tradi-
tional, conceptual, or rhetorical in origin, it says to our students, ‘Yours is not 
the only way of seeing the world’” (p . 22) . Introducing students not just to the 
subject matter of the debate topic but also to the ethical theories as a way of 
concentrating their logical analysis encourages critical thinking about what it 
means to be an ethical citizen .
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Intentionally structured academic debate produces “student-debater-
citizen[s]” who focus on and value people even as they argue against ideas 
(Greene & Hicks, 2005, p . 117) . Huelin (2003) notes that the honors semi-
nar experience encourages students to engage unfamiliar “people, texts, [and] 
arguments” in a respectful fashion . The honors seminar is uniquely positioned 
to counter the typical concerns about debate because students know their 
peers whom they engage in complicated discussions (e .g ., Hester & Besing, 
2017) . Students are more open to new ideas when those ideas are presented 
by peers they know and respect .
Further, just as oral argumentation elevates the possibility for critical 
and creative thinking, Greene and Hicks (2005) argue that the oral perfor-
mance requirement of debate is the keystone that produces habits of empathy 
and advocacy in students . The requirement to speak the positions into being 
causes students to learn and value arguments they disagree with personally, 
for “empathy is best learned face-to-face, where our obligations to each other 
and to our common work, the search for truth, are more difficult to ignore” 
(Huelin, 2003, p . 25) . The pedagogical format of intentionally structured 
academic debate constrains students’ encounters with their peers as does the 
emphasis on civility and the requirement that students articulate and defend 
their opponents’ best point (see Appendix for more explanation) . This com-
bination helps ensure that students engage in debate, not with a focus on win-
ning but as a way of conversing about difficult topics with peers .
For example, I once observed a debate round about the morality of an 
organ market where one team confidently delivered a utilitarian case filled 
with facts and evidence about the benefits of applying capitalist principles 
to the distribution of needed organs . They remained unaware until their 
opponent began speaking in the rebuttal that her father languished on the 
transplant waiting list . Her emotional response to their cost-benefit analy-
sis proved incredibly effective in forcing the utilitarian team to reckon with 
the human beings at the heart of the debate, an experience that led them to 
begin reconceptualizing their values and assumptions about what ought to be 
done in society . Looking their peer in the eye and arguing against her made 
possible a reckoning with their values and ethics . The competitors contin-
ued their conversations afterward and went on to partner in advocacy efforts, 





Critical and creative thinking and ethical and empathetic citizenship 
amount to the primary student learning outcomes that transdisciplinary aca-
demic debate facilitates for honors students when intentionally structured, yet 
these are certainly not the only learning outcomes of intentionally structured 
academic debate in an honors seminar . Because students work with partners, 
confront new ideas, and perform free speech, debate also inculcates dispo-
sitions toward collaboration and inclusion . Robertson and Rane-Szostak 
(2001) highlight one student’s reflection on the opportunity to engage in 
group debate: “Working in groups [is] the best way of helping increase think-
ing and disposition skills because you [are] in a diverse group of thinkers and 
[have] to provide support for your views” (p . 46) . This feedback suggests that 
the opportunity to collaborate with peers encourages honors students to fur-
ther hone critical thinking and empathy . Learning difficult problems via col-
laborative teamwork represents another strength of the honors experience, 
which warrants future scholarship .
Similarly, the habits of active listening and respect for diversity that inten-
tionally structured academic debate demands merit investigation as honors 
colleges and programs work to diversify their student bodies . Because debate 
requires students to seek out and defend views they do not necessarily share, 
students must explore powerful arguments to which they might not other-
wise gain exposure as undergraduates . Students who might never entertain 
critical theory, for instance, must reckon with its merits and understand its 
logic, encouraging a diversity of ideas and giving credence to the ideologies of 
those students who find themselves on the margins of their classrooms . This 
reckoning is in keeping with Woodard’s (2019) assertion that critical think-
ing geared toward the development of ethical citizens should elevate diversity 
and inclusion in honors student learning outcomes .
Thus, intentionally structured academic debate deserves a central place in 
honors curricula . The context of honors seminars and a commitment to inten-
tionally structuring academic debate mitigate concerns about the pedagogy’s 
risks . The pitfalls of debate presented by Chomsky (2002), Dimock (2009), 
Ehninger (1958), Hyde and Bineham (2000), and Moses (2019) are all valid 
concerns students should reckon with as they learn to debate . However, these 
critiques fail to give honors students and honors curricula enough credit . A 
transdisciplinary pedagogy capable of cultivating critical and creative think-
ing while developing students’ ethical and empathetic dispositions warrants a 
home in honors curricula and further analysis by honors educators .
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Honors classes effectively equip students for the challenge of orienting 
themselves when they encounter multiple valid positions within complex 
social and political issues . Training in seminar discussions primes honors stu-
dents to engage complicated ideas with their peers . The learning made pos-
sible via intentionally structured academic debate extends the power of the 
seminar experience . The requirement to research, write, rewrite, and orally 
defend complex positions on multiple sides of difficult sociopolitical issues 
prompts students to reckon with their assumptions, push the boundaries of 
their thinking, and develop the empathy requisite for ethical citizenship . For 
these reasons, I urge my fellow honors educators to claim debate as far more 
than argument and discord, recognizing that intentionally structured aca-
demic debate demands consideration as a valuable, transdisciplinary peda-
gogy for honors student learning .
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Overview of the Moral Forum Course and Tournament
Moral Forum engages students in an example of intentionally structured academic debate for 
the purpose of curating honors student learning outcomes, including transdisciplinarity, criti-
cal and creative thinking, and ethical and empathetic citizenship . An overview of the Moral 
Forum course and tournament may be of interest to honors educators interested in the peda-
gogy . Thus, this appendix addresses the unique features of the Moral Forum course and tour-
nament, which honors educators might adopt wherever useful to their own classes .
To begin, the choice of debate topic that students investigate throughout the semester is criti-
cal to the success of Moral Forum . Intentional selection of the topic ensures varied, balanced 
arguments from multiple ethical perspectives . Topics taught in recent years include the moral-
ity of organ markets, plea bargaining, drone strikes, the death penalty, the individual mandate 
for health insurance coverage, the Internet of Things, and universal DNA databases . The phras-
ing of the debate topic requires students to use reason and evidence to make a moral argument . 
For example, the topic of plea bargaining reads as, “Resolved: In order to be a more moral 
society, the United States government should continue permitting plea bargaining in criminal 
cases .” No matter the topic, the phrasing, “Resolved: In order to be a more moral society  .  .  .” 
remains the central vector by which students engage the subject matter .
To reckon with the complexity of the debate topic, students explore scholarly articles, investi-
gative journalism, think tank policy briefs, and governmental reports . Students read widely on 
the topic, with an expectation that they read beyond sources offered in the formal curriculum . 
Importantly, though, Moral Forum teaches students about the debate topic because it makes 
possible exploration of competing ethical traditions for evaluating what ought to be done in 
society . Thus, in forming their cases for and against the resolution, students read and discuss 
primary sources from different ethical traditions . Seminar discussions cement understanding 
of the varied positions on the topic and the application of ethical theories .
The format of the Moral Forum tournament also helps ensure robust student learning . For 
example, students dress in business attire and engage in debate rounds in our campus law 
school’s moot court rooms . These practices ensure that students understand the debates as 
distinct from the informal conversations about the issue which occur in seminar discussions . 
Additionally, all students participate in a minimum of two debate rounds . This requirement 
forces students to prepare for and reckon with both sides of the debate rather than repeating 
arguments for their preferred side .
To ensure fair and balanced arguments, all students participating in the debate rounds speak 
for the same amount of time . Speakers 1 and 3 comprise the affirmative team while Speak-
ers 2 and 4 represent the negative position . The debate includes the following components: 
Constructive arguments, cross examination, rebuttals, and summary foci . Each team has two 
minutes to use for preparation at any interval desired between speeches . Debaters may bring 
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printed notes with them for reference during the debate . Figure 1 presents the flow of each 
speaking component .
Figure 1.  Judges’ Ballot for a Moral Forum Tournament Round
UH155: Moral Forum 2020 Tournament Ballot
Resolution: In order to be a more moral society, the U .S . government should expand the 
FBI's CODIS database system to establish a universal DNA database .
Please use this sheet to follow the flow of the debate and record comments during each 
phase . Make as many or as few notes as you deem necessary .
Affirmative—Speaker 1: _________________ Speaker 3: ___________________
Negative—Speaker 2: ___________________ Speaker 4: ___________________
Constructive Argument (Speaker 1)—4 Minutes Constructive Argument (Speaker 2)—4 Minutes
Cross-Examination 1 (Speaker 1 asks the first question)—3 Minutes
Rebuttal (Speaker 3)—1 Minute Restate,  
4 Minute Rebuttal
Rebuttal (Speaker 4)—1 Minute Restate,  
4 Minute Rebuttal
Cross-Examination 2 (Speaker 4 asks the first question)—4 Minutes
Summary Focus (Speaker 1)—2 Minutes Summary Focus (Speaker 2)—2 Minutes
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Constructive Arguments—Speaker 1 (Affirmative) and Speaker 2 (Negative)
Speakers present a four-minute logical argument using evidentiary support to affirm (Speaker 
1) and negate (Speaker 2) the debate resolution . Constructive arguments introduce the team’s 
position, define terms, explain the ethical theory by which the team will evaluate the morality 
of the issue, and analyze the issue .
First Cross-Examination Round—Speaker 1 (Affirmative) and 2 (Negative)
During the cross-examination rounds, speakers engage in a discussion that should be conver-
sational, rather than argumentative, in nature . Judges penalize students for abrasiveness, per-
sonal attacks, and attempts to filibuster opponents . Speaker 1 asks the first question, but after 
that question and answer, a conversation emerges . The first cross-examination round clarifies 
arguments and exposes points of contention . Speakers strive to ask probing questions that 
maintain civility while noting opponents’ weaknesses .
Rebuttals—Speaker 3 (Affirmative) and Speaker 4 (Negative)
The rebuttal round begins with speakers identifying and presenting the opposition’s best point . 
Rebuttal speakers attempt to restate their opponent’s most persuasive point more memorably 
than their opponent first stated it . Speakers cannot rebut their opponent’s best point; instead, 
this point stands unchallenged . Speakers 3 and 4 then extemporaneously analyze the remain-
der of their opponents’ position and expose gaps in their opponents’ reasoning . Rebuttal 
speakers also reiterate their own team’s position .
Second Cross-Examination Round—Speaker 3 (Affirmative) and 4 (Negative)
Speakers 3 and 4 engage in a civil discussion during the second cross examination round . 
Speaker 4 asks the first question, which Speaker 3 answers . After that, speakers converse with 
no required order for question and response . Once again, the discussion should be cordial, as 
the intent is to examine ideas and logic rather than attack the opposing team . The second cross-
examination advances the debate by finding areas of agreement and noting areas of contention .
Summary Focus—Speaker 1 (Affirmative) and Speaker 2 (Negative)
The conclusion of the debate requires Speakers 1 and 2 to crystallize their team’s main argu-
ments . Speakers consolidate their positions by defending their most important points and 
refuting their opponents’ case .
* * *
Three volunteers judge each debate round, with volunteers drawn from graduate students 
in law, philosophy, communication studies, and education, upperclassmen honors students, 
Moral Forum alumni, faculty, staff, and local community members . Judges undergo a training 
before the debates begin to ensure fair and consistent evaluation across debate rounds . How-
ever, judges need no prior expertise with debate or the debate topic given that the purpose of 
the exercise is for students to engage in civil conversations about an issue of importance to 
the community at large . Judges use the ballot in Figure 1 to annotate arguments and evaluate 
speakers’ persuasiveness and logic . Judges listen for effective reasoning and rebuttal, logical 
analysis, organized presentation of evidentiary support, and civil communication . A judge’s 
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preference for a particular ethical theory or side of the debate should not enter into the deci-
sion; rather, judges must remain objective . Judges provide students with constructive feedback 
on their successes and weaknesses in the round before letting the teams know which position 
carried the round . After the first round of debate, students have a fifteen-minute break before 
their team engages in a debate on the opposite side . When teams switch sides for their second 
debate, they debate a different opposing team before a new group of judges .
After the opening rounds, in which teams debate both sides, the top sixteen teams progress to 
a single elimination bracket . Eliminated students serve as judges . While students debate just 
once per round after the opening round, teams must continue to prepare for both sides of the 
debate . A coin toss immediately before the round begins determines the side that each team 
argues . The final round, wherein the top two teams compete, takes place before a public audi-
ence, with guest judges who are topical and/or public speaking experts . An award ceremony 
follows the final debate, with students receiving awards for best individual debater, best writ-
ten case, excellence in civility, semifinalists, finalists, and champions . Local and campus media 
regularly cover this event .
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Using Possible Selves and  
Intersectionality Theory to Understand  
Why Students of Color Opt Out of Honors
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Abstract: Honors education values diversity, not simply to enrich our classrooms 
but for equity and social justice . At Columbus State University, students of color 
were underrepresented in honors education, and we sought to determine if institu-
tional structures hindered them from being able to access educational programming 
that was commensurate with their ability . We used focus group interviews with stu-
dents of color who were academically eligible to enroll in honors education yet never 
participated . We combined focus group interviews with an analysis of our recruit-
ing practices . Using a theoretical framework based on intersectionality and possible 
selves theory, we found that our participants valued diverse learning environments, 
balance, and co-curricular engagement that supported their professional, hoped-for 
selves . However, they perceived honors students as stressed, studious, and lacking 
leisure time, and they perceived honors education as disconnected from their future 
professional selves . Since their perceptions, which were informed by participation 
in advanced programs in middle school and high school, as well as our recruiting 
practices, were in conflict with their educational aims, our participants were unwill-
ing to invest in honors education . While not generalizable, the results provide unique 
insights that may implicate institutional practices as barriers to participation because 
they fail to address the concerns of high-achieving students of color .
Keywords: diversity in honors education; honors recruitment; scholar identity; 
institutional barriers; high-achieving students of color
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Across the nation, honors programs and colleges often demonstrate an   intentional commitment to developing and supporting diversity, equity, 
and inclusion both in and outside the classroom . While diversity is valu-
able to institutions of higher education, the benefit to honors programs is 
even more significant . Since honors education emphasizes small classes and 
discussion-based instruction, representation of the full range of social and 
economic perspectives is essential to effective learning . This fullness in per-
spectives not only promotes creative thinking but expands honors students’ 
capacity for viewing issues or problems from multiple perspectives, angles, 
and vantage points . Absorbing and navigating diverse vantage points work to 
honors students’ advantage when they encounter unique challenges in a vari-
ety of contexts, not only in their classrooms but also in their careers and per-
sonal lives . Rather than viewing the world through a single-focus lens, honors 
students can expand their views and consider multiple options when mak-
ing decisions and weighing issues of morality and ethics . Ultimately, students 
acquire the ability to build rich relationships with people from backgrounds 
different from their own, an essential soft skill that is valued in the workplace 
and enables deeper engagement in our local, state-wide, national, and global 
communities .
The National Collegiate Honors Council (NCHC) has promoted diver-
sity in programs that serve high-ability students by providing strategies to cre-
ate supportive and enriching educational environments (see the monograph 
Setting the Table for Diversity edited by Coleman & Kotinek, 2010) . These 
efforts notwithstanding, honors programs often struggle to attract and retain 
racially and socioeconomically diverse students . For example, in a 2018 sur-
vey comparing honors and non-honors participation at public research insti-
tutions, the proportion of black students participating in honors (2 .36%) 
was roughly half of the proportion of non-honors students (4 .51%), and the 
proportion of Hispanic students was also lower with 5 .19% participating in 
honors compared to 8 .98% of non-honors students (Cognard-Black & Spi-
sak, 2019) . The lack of racial diversity observed in the Columbus State Uni-
versity Honors College encouraged us to examine our recruiting practices . In 
particular, we wondered if our recruiting efforts were reaching high-ability 
students of color . If they were, then several questions arose: Was there a dis-
connect between what we promoted as benefits of participating in honors 
and what the students valued? Did institutional structures exist that caused 
inequities? Why did students of color not see honors education as a good fit 
for them? Why did they opt out?
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To explore these questions, we conducted focus groups with high-achiev-
ing students of color who did not participate in honors education at our insti-
tution . We discovered a complex disconnect between our recruitment efforts 
and the identity concerns of our focus group participants that may or may not 
be unique to our institutional context .
institutional and honors context
Columbus State University (CSU) is an “open access” institution for stu-
dents who live within a 50-mile radius of our campus . Our primarily under-
graduate university currently enrolls about 6,800 undergraduates and 8,400 
students overall . With pride, CSU promotes our campus as one of the most 
diverse institutions in the southeast with respect to racial diversity . With 60% 
female, 49 .5% non-Caucasian, and 31% first-generation students, our insti-
tution’s largest minority group identifies as black or African American . In 
addition, over 80% of CSU students live off-campus . Our institutional stra-
tegic plan strives to serve this diverse population and promote high-impact 
practices that are inspired by the Association of American Colleges and Uni-
versities’ (AAC&U’s) Liberal Education and America’s Promise (LEAP) 
Initiative (AAC&U, 2011) . In particular, our institution promotes first-year 
experiences, international education, servant leadership, and undergraduate 
research .
Within this context, the CSU Honors College enrollment ranges between 
approximately 3 .5–4 .0% of undergraduate enrollment and meets the national 
recommendations set by the NCHC for well-established honors programs 
and colleges . Approximately two-thirds of all students enter as new freshmen, 
with over 50% coming to CSU from outside our region . All students must 
apply to the CSU Honors College for admission . We admit entering first-year 
students who have earned at least a 3 .5 GPA in high school and at least a 26 
on the ACT composite score or equivalent standardized test scores . We also 
admit current undergraduates who have a cumulative grade point average of 
3 .4 or above and are recommended by at least one faculty member . The demo-
graphic makeup of students enrolled in the honors college was relatively stable 
from 2012 to 2017, with the majority of our students describing themselves 
as white females, which is strikingly disproportionate to CSU’s undergradu-
ates . In fall 2017, the honors college enrollment was 68% female compared to 
59% for CSU as a whole, 76% White compared to 50%, 14% Black compared 
to 38%, and 5% Latino compared to 6% . The significant underrepresenta-
tion of students of color was the inspiration for our research as we sought 
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to understand why eligible CSU undergraduates were opting out of partici-
pating in the honors college . Marshalling the expertise of the CSU Honors 
College, the Office of Diversity Services, and the Department of Counsel-
ing, Educational Foundations, and Leadership, our collaborative effort began 
by considering the college’s recruiting practices and articulating a theoretical 
framework that would support our exploration of the phenomenon .
Recruiting Practices Based on Motives Research
First-year honors student recruitment responsibilities are primarily 
housed in CSU’s Office of Recruitment, but our honors college provides 
recruitment materials and conducts targeted email campaigns to lists pro-
vided by our institution . The honors college is solely responsible for its 
recruitment, and we use biannual (spring and fall) email campaigns to invite 
qualified undergraduates to apply if they have earned between fifteen and 
sixty semester credit hours .
In designing our recruitment materials, we used existing research on 
motives for participating in honors education . Most studies collected data 
from current or prospective honors students . For example, Rhea and Good-
win (2014) were interested in incorporating high school students’ perceptions 
of honors education as they developed new honors programming to attract 
incoming first-year students . They conducted a series of three focus groups 
with eleven prospective honors students from their regional high schools, 
with eight of the participants being African American and two Latinx . Dur-
ing one meeting, they found that the “participants value an enriched learning 
experience more than a potential scholarship as a reason to join an honors 
program” (Rhea & Goodwin, 2014, p . 115) . Seven of the eleven participants 
mentioned immersive learning while another three focused on close faculty 
relationships or mentoring . During other meetings, students were given a list 
of honors components and asked to identify the most important for them; 
they were attracted to study abroad, leadership development, and volunteer 
opportunities .
In another study, Hill (2005) used the recruitment and admission 
practices at his large mid-western institution to strategically collect data on 
student motives . He analyzed essays on 735 admissions and scholarship 
applications to examine what top high school students valued in honors edu-
cation . (Unfortunately, a demographic breakdown of the respondents was 
not provided .) Students were asked to consider both advanced placement 
and honors courses at their schools . The most prevalent theme, included in 
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over half of the essays, was the challenging nature of the courses . Overall, the 
themes Hill identified included:
•	 Challenging students to meet higher expectations
•	 Working with students with the same level and speed of learning
•	 Learning in a different way and in more depth
•	 Receiving positive peer pressure due to similar goals
•	 Preparing for college (AP only)
•	 More interaction with teachers/professors
•	 Smaller class sizes
•	 Enhanced career success
Nichols and Chang (2013) surveyed current students enrolled in their 
honors college (96% of the 138 respondents were White) to study the fac-
tors that affected their initial decisions to enroll in honors education and their 
decisions to persist in honors . They asked applicants and current students in 
their honors college to rate factors using a five-point Likert scale . The factors 
that were ranked as having the strongest influence on initial decisions to join 
the honors college included getting a competitive advantage, small class sizes, 
the prestige of being part of the college, and developing faculty connections . 
Prestige and faculty connections were also very influential in decisions to per-
sist in honors, along with the quality of the classes or learning environment 
and access to priority registration .
Using a sample of Dutch students, Wolfensberger and Offringa (2012) 
found the quality of the learning environment was a strong motive for pursu-
ing honors education . As part of a more extensive study comparing European 
honors and non-honors students, the researchers asked current honors stu-
dents why they participated in honors education . Their results indicated that 
honors students are more motivated than non-honors students by intrinsic 
interests, such as being intellectually challenged, and less likely to be con-
cerned about extrinsic motives, such as career goals, than their non-honors 
counterparts . Additionally, honors students were more likely than their non-
honors peers to interact with faculty and expect more profound learning 
experiences .
Using these findings, CSU’s honors college developed recruitment lan-
guage that emphasized the following themes: our honors curriculum would 
challenge the way students thought about the world; the size of honors 
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classes would enable students to know their professors and work closely with 
like-minded honors students; and the honors diploma seal is prestigious and 
worthy of pursuit . Although this strategy attracted between 250 and 300 stu-
dents per year (3–4% of the CSU undergraduate enrollment) to apply for the 
honors college, the applications were primarily from white females (~70%) . 
The number of applications from students of color and males were persis-
tently low, which is consistent with national trends (Cognard-Black, Smith, 
& Dove, 2017) .
theoretical framework
To address the lack of racial diversity, we sought to critically examine 
our current recruiting practices in order to understand why they were not 
appealing to students of color (i .e ., Latinx and African American students), 
intending to understand particular rationales offered for not participating 
in the honors program . We did not assume that the reasoning of students of 
color would be unidimensional or that all students of color would have the 
same background and experiences . Instead, we anticipated multidimension-
ality . However, we did conjecture that the lack of uptake in honors might be 
related to identity, with eligible students of color questioning to what degree 
participation might influence who they were in the moment and whom they 
could become . Therefore, we chose to use the theoretical frameworks of inter-
sectionality and possible selves to support our critical analysis .
Intersectionality
Intersectionality originates with black feminist theorists and posits 
that various identities (e .g ., race, gender, social and economic status, and 
academic identity) intersect and interact in more than an additive nexus to 
situate development (Crenshaw, 1991; Collins, 1989; Cole, 2009; Santos & 
Toomey, 2018) and likewise influence how an individual makes meaning of 
experiences (Strayhorn, 2017) . Intersectionality has proven fruitful across a 
variety of disciplines in contextualizing how inequality is not only socially 
embedded but also differentially experienced (Chan et al ., 2019; Severs et al ., 
2016) . Intersectionality acknowledges that identity is understood and expe-
rienced within a myriad of contexts, including family background, socio-cul-
tural conditions, current experiences, career decisions, and life planning . This 
context plays a role in the fluidity and salience of identity to the core sense 
of self (Abes et al ., 2007; Jones & McEwen, 2000) . In other words, the core 
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sense of self (personal attributes, characteristics, and identity) is surrounded 
by dimensions of identification such as race, gender, sexual orientation, social 
class, and religion ( Jones & McEwen, 2000) . Later theorists of intersectional-
ity also introduced the concept of a meaning-making filter . An individual with 
a more complex, “foundational” meaning-making filter is less influenced by 
contextual influences, such as peers, family, norms, and stereotypes, than an 
individual with less complex “transitional” or “formulaic” meaning-making 
capacity (Abes et al ., 2007) . Thus, to understand why students of color opt 
out of honors, intersectionality allows us to better examine the complex and 
varied experiences of our participants within our institutional context and 
how these experiences influence their choices .
Possible Selves Theory
The choices one makes are also based on options that the individual per-
ceives are available or possible (Kao, 2000; Oyserman, 2015) . Markus and 
Nurius (1986) defined possible selves as those that one hopes for, fears, and 
expects; they are part of an individual’s self-concept that is oriented toward 
the future . Possible selves are both supported by and influence a sense of 
self in the moment or current self-concept . The selves one can potentially 
envision are infinite (Markus & Nurius, 1986) . However, researchers inves-
tigating possible selves have explored the degree to which they are porous 
to the perceived possibilities within a given environment (e .g ., Frazier, 2012; 
Kao, 2000; Oyseman & Fryberg, 2006) . This environment encompasses 
the social roles we take on and the social identities with which we align our-
selves (Markus & Nurius, 1986; Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006) . Researchers 
exploring the academic impact of possible selves for students of color suggest 
that viewing themselves as academically successful is a prerequisite for pos-
sible academic selves, serving a self-regulatory function (Oyserman, Bybee, 
& Terry, 2006; Oyserman, Johnson, & James, 2011) . Self-regulation in this 
framework develops in the context of both a hoped-for self and a feared self 
(Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006) . For example, a person is more likely to study 
if he or she is emotionally invested in both a hoped-for self that passes a vital 
course and a feared self that fails the important course .
Further, possible selves are congruent with social identity (Oyserman & 
James, 2009), and students must implement plausible strategies that can lead 
them on a path to their future goals (Oyserman et al ., 2011) . Students also 
need opportunities to be developed as well as the willingness to participate in 
their development (Subotnik, Olszewski-Kubilius, & Worrell, 2011; Frazier, 
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Cross, & Cross, 2015); identification of self as “unlike”—not fitting into the 
perceived image of an honors student—could discourage participation in 
honors education (Oyserman, 2015) .
Using intersectionality and possible selves together as a framing device 
allowed us to examine individual identities from multiple dimensions, includ-
ing how individuals can be constrained or privileged by social and institu-
tional structures and how social and institutional structures are implicated in 
influencing what students hope for or fear in the course of completing their 
disciplinary preparation . We believe it is critical to understand the overlap-
ping intersections of our participants’ backgrounds and experiences as well 
as their aspirations and fears for the future if we are to understand better why 
qualified students of color opt out of honors education .
methodology and procedures
To address our research aims, we conducted three one-hour, semi-struc-
tured focus group interviews with five to seven students who were eligible to 
apply for the honors college and identified as an underrepresented race or 
ethnicity . Focus group research allows for flexible and efficient data collection 
when the goals are to understand the social dimensions of issues and policies 
as well as to elicit collective views (Ryan, Gandha, Culbertson, & Carlson, 
2014) . The focus group interview format also relies on participant interac-
tions with one another and the moderators . Since the moderators included 
three women of color (an undergraduate honors student who worked as a 
peer educator in the Office of Diversity, the director of the Office of Diversity, 
and a professor) and the white female dean of the honors college, we planned 
our interactions to be neutral when participants expressed their thoughts and 
perceptions about their experiences . However, if they asked specific ques-
tions about our honors curriculum, programming, and services, we would 
provide that information . The moderators’ role was to facilitate the conversa-
tion and ensure that the voices of all participants were represented in the data .
We targeted students of color who were qualified for honors education 
but never applied to the honors college . We framed our questions in the con-
text of literature pertaining to possible selves theory, intersectionality theory, 
and prior studies on motives for participating in honors education . Our pri-
mary research questions were:
•	 What about our recruitment strategy was ineffective in attracting 
them? (e .g ., Were they aware of the Honors College? Had they been 
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contacted? What aspects of our recruitment language were or were 
not appealing?)
•	 What prior experiences (educational and personal) may have influ-
enced their perceptions of honors education?
•	 How did they perceive the honors college and its students? How did 
these perceptions align or not align with their self-images?
Our objective was to learn about each individual’s experiences and percep-
tions as well as the development of these perceptions and to observe any col-
lective opinions that developed during the discussion .
Participants and Focus Group Procedures
Though a nascent area of inquiry, studies aimed at exploring/managing 
the complexity of articulating intersectionality involve several practices that 
are common or recommended (McCall, 2005) . Choo and Feree (2010) argue 
that researchers have devised methodologies and/or analyses that are group-
centered, process-centered, or system-centered, noting that group-centered 
approaches employ sampling procedures that bring forward and then center 
marginalized voices and perspectives; process-centered and system-centered 
studies explore interrelationships as well as “intersectionality as a complex 
system” (p . 135) .
We used a group-centered approach to our study design by recruiting 
seventeen undergraduate students of color . These students were qualified to 
participate in honors but never applied to the honors college . After receiv-
ing approval for human subjects research by our Institutional Review Board, 
we conducted three one-hour focus group interviews with our participants . 
Three of the participants were males, two of whom were classified in university 
records as first generation . All the males self-reported their race/ethnicity as 
black or African American . The fourteen females included one international 
Hispanic student, one student who self-identified as more than one race, and 
twelve who self-reported as black or African American . Three female stu-
dents were classified as first-generation college students, and three were non-
traditionally aged students . The participants’ average grade point average at 
Columbus State University was 3 .59 . The group averaged 63 semester credit 
hours, with 29% classified as sophomores, 35% as juniors, and 35% as seniors .
During the focus group interviews, one of the four researchers acted as 
the lead moderator who asked the primary question while the remaining 
researchers asked clarifying or follow-up questions . During each focus group, 
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participants were first asked to confirm their demographic information, 
including first-generation status, nontraditional status, and major course of 
study . Next, they were asked to describe their past participation and expe-
riences with honors-level K–12 education . Next came discussion of their 
familiarity with honors education at our institution, including their sources 
of information about honors education and their perceptions of honors stu-
dents and honors education . Finally, we asked the participants to react to a 
list of resources or benefits provided by the honors college to determine if 
any were appealing or unappealing . As opportunities in the discussion arose, 
we probed deeper to understand why, if they were aware of the opportunity 
to participate in honors, they had opted out . All focus groups were video 
recorded and then transcribed and anonymized using pseudonyms (e .g ., 
Betty) and also annotated to document visual cues (e .g ., nodding in agree-
ment) and non-verbal communication (e .g ., laughing) before being destroyed 
to protect the participants’ confidentiality .
Data Analysis
We used a basic interpretive approach (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015; Percy 
et al ., 2015) to data analysis when examining the verbal content but acknowl-
edged participant interactions (verbal and non-verbal) that appeared to form 
collective opinions . After the interviews were transcribed, the transcrip-
tions were loaded into Dedoose, an online coding platform that facilitated 
the analysis by our team of researchers . During the first round of analysis, 
each researcher independently analyzed the transcripts using an inductive 
approach, which does not impose a structure or pattern to the data but allows 
themes to emerge through multiple readings of the text . During independent 
readings, each researcher created category labels and developed definitions 
of those categories by reviewing the associated excerpts from the data that 
illustrated each category . After the first review of the data was complete, the 
research team met and refined our category labels into codes, which we used 
to reread and code the interviews . During this phase of analysis, each member 
of the research team reviewed two of the three interview sessions, allowing 
for multiple reviews to improve the validity of our findings . After the coding 
process, we reviewed the codes and data to develop a richer sense of over-
arching themes and linkages between our participants’ experiences and their 
perceptions . We noted any possible relationships between the codes as well as 
between our codes and our theoretical framework and background literature . 
This process was how we discerned themes from the data . Team discussions 
using possiblE sElvEs
77
of themes and linkages were supported by reexamining excerpts from the 
transcript to confirm any conjectures developed during the analysis .
results
In general, most of our traditional-aged participants were aware of the 
honors college and/or recalled being contacted with our electronic invitation 
to apply . However, several nontraditional student participants indicated that 
they were not familiar with the honors college or felt that they would not be 
eligible to participate . In addition, our participants communicated concerns 
about investing time, money, and energy into an endeavor that they might 
not find valuable . Their perceptions of honors education and of those who 
participate in honors education contrasted with what they valued . Our par-
ticipants rarely discussed race and gender differences, so before we can dis-
cuss any emergent theme potentially linked to race, gender or age, a more 
thorough discussion of each theme is needed .
Scholar Identity Barriers
One of the predominant themes that emerged from the data was a per-
ceived mismatch between the personal scholar identities of the participants 
and the scholar identities of students in the honors college . Our subjects’ 
images of honors students contrasted with the type of students they hoped 
to be . When we asked them to describe what an honors student at the uni-
versity looked like, they responded with phrases such as “studying all the 
time,” “not part of the social crowd,” “[spending] too much time studying,” 
and “mainly studying, constantly studying, no life .” They perceived honors 
students as highly intelligent but socially disconnected and in general that 
lifestyle did not appeal to them, as expressed by Maria, a traditional Latinx 
female: “They’re really like focused on their studies, and that’s not for me .” 
Other students perceived this lifestyle as a barrier to social goals . For exam-
ple, George—a traditional, first-generation, black male—explained why he 
opted out of honors by noting, “I wouldn’t have any social life at all .”
The Value of Balance
The perception that students who participate in honors have a limited 
social life contrasted with the balanced lifestyle that participants highly val-
ued, a lifestyle that included both work and enjoyment, effort and relaxation . 
Participants perceived honors students at CSU as focused on work and effort 
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at the expense of leisure and relaxation . As Cathy, a nontraditional black 
female, explained, “You want to be able to manage, you know, what classes 
you’re taking, but you want to have a little bit of relaxation time . You know, 
um, what is that saying, ‘all work, no fun’? Debby, a traditional black female, 
expanded on Cathy’s comments as three other participants nodded their 
heads in agreement: “We want to be able to do good work but also enjoy 
what you’re doing .” The participants said that participating in honors would 
be a barrier to their participating in sports, relaxing, focusing on their majors, 
“hanging out with friends,” or doing things they enjoyed .
In one of the focus groups, we probed deeper into comments that seemed 
to indicate that the subjects perceived a distinct separation between their 
social life and study life . When we asked if the participants socialized with 
their study partners, most said they did not . It was unclear whether either 
their social circles or study groups were racially homogeneous or if race con-
tributed to this social separation . Consider three traditional black females—
Joan, Hannah and Faith—who had a rich discussion in one focus group . Joan 
explained, “I think our only thing in common [between me and my study 
partners] is our degree, and everything else is not common .  .  .  . I think it’s a 
different world, who you study with, and who you actually hang out with .” 
Hannah supported Joan’s comment: “A couple people I should say, that I con-
sistently study with, but we’re not, we wouldn’t ever hang out .” Faith agreed 
with Hannah by adding, “We use each other as resources in order to succeed 
in our class  .  .  . we are very close with one another, but in a different way .”
However, this separation of social and study life was not consistent for 
all participants . For example, George offered a different perspective from the 
women in the group:
It’s kind of the opposite for me, I found that through the, my peers 
in the classroom, that we had mutual interests that expand beyond 
the classroom, and that makes us friends, and also, because we’re the 
same major, we have the same classes almost every semester so it’s 
like we’re gonna be together for a while, so we should get to know 
each other pretty well .
George explained that while he worked out with or socialized with some 
classmates, his social group was not limited to peers in his major and did not 
include all his classmates . While he did not compartmentalize his friendships 
and classmates as his peers did, he stressed the importance of engaging in a 
balanced lifestyle and described how working out, relaxing, or watching mov-
ies allowed him to rejuvenate and focus on his academics .
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Collectively, all the participants hoped for a balanced lifestyle that 
allowed them to have time for relaxation and recreation, and they appeared 
fearful that if they participated in honors, they would only study all the time . 
Some participants had distinctly separate social circles for studying and recre-
ation, which may be additional evidence that they perceived honors students 
as nonsocial beings . The participants were neither anti-intellectual nor con-
cerned about the social stigma associated with participation in the honors 
college . When asked to describe what honors students look like, only one 
nontraditional student shyly confessed that the first thing she thought of was 
“nerds,” but a traditional student counterpart disagreed . Debby countered, 
“You think of people who are like presidents of organizations, president of 
SGA .” Our participants seemed to appreciate honors students’ hard work, but 
in their view, honors students were imbalanced in a way that was at odds with 
participants’ identities as scholars or with their expected/hoped-for self as 
a well-educated, well-balanced student . Logically, if our participants viewed 
honors students as leading imbalanced and unsocial lives, then they would 
find it unappealing to join a college that advertised the benefit of a commu-
nity of “like-minded” peers .
The Value of Diversity
In addition to valuing a balanced lifestyle, our participants expressed 
appreciation for the diverse backgrounds of students in their classes . Com-
ments contributing to this theme naturally arose when we asked partici-
pants about the appeal of different benefits of joining the honors college, 
which included working with “like-minded” peers . Sometimes the notion 
was appealing . For example, Ron, first-generation black male, could see the 
advantages of studying with honors students because they would be good at 
education . He described honors students as “a group of people you can lean 
on and understand you as well .” Cathy led a discussion with two others in 
her focus group about the merits of working with “like-minded people” on 
assigned group projects and her appreciation of working with others who 
would actually do the work .
However, other students saw some disadvantages to working with 
similarly driven students . For example, George argued, “With the honors, 
it could be like, if there are a lot of like-minded people that are like, full of 
themselves, they could be really competitive .” Hannah and Joan nodded 
in agreement with George . Some participants preferred to focus on the 
importance of working with students from diverse backgrounds, which they 
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defined in the context of race, age, and academic preparation . The students 
also valued being in communities where the members differed in intellec-
tual predilections, with the importance of diversity interwoven throughout 
the focus groups . As Joan succinctly stated, “I think you can learn something 
from everybody .” Ron explained, “This campus is super diverse . I’m talking 
about as far as, like, different levels of thinking, different strengths, and weak-
nesses academically .” Ron said that he went to college to meet and learn from 
“all kinds of people,” which was echoed in George’s comments about diverse 
classrooms: “It also gives the opportunity to try to show off things and teach 
other people things, too .”
When asked to describe honors students, Nancy said: “They look like me; 
they look like her; they look like him [pointing to others in the focus group] .” 
However, three students characterized honors students as primarily white . 
Betty, a first-generation female who identified as two or more races, developed 
her perceptions based on her prior experience with honors in K–12 education . 
She said, “Maybe I was like the only person who was black female in my class, 
and that would be uncomfortable for me from 5th grade until like senior level, 
I was like, well, I’m all by myself in these type of classes .” She indicated that 
the experience influenced her when deciding whether to participate in hon-
ors . Hannah, a traditional black female in a separate focus group, had a similar 
experience and assumed that few students of color were in the honors college, 
stating, “I typically, to be honest, I thought it was a majority whites and I kind 
of think that happens from elementary all the way up .” Joan agreed with Han-
nah: “I think that it’s majority white,” but her rationale was different: “Because 
they could afford the extra classes .” Overall, our students valued diversity and 
assumed that the honors college was not intellectually or racially diverse .
The two subthemes of valuing balance and diversity paint an image of 
what our participants hoped to be: students who were successful in course-
work, enjoyed being a college student in a diverse classroom, and had enough 
time to pursue a well-balanced social life . This ideal stood in contrast to their 
perception of honors students as successful but intensely focused on their 
studies at the expense of other lifestyle concerns . This concept of what it 
meant to be an honors student appeared to be a significant barrier to partici-
pation in honors .
The Roots of Perceived Scholar Identity Barriers
Many of the students appeared to rely on their K–12 experiences with 
honors—e .g ., AP or IB courses; honors courses; gifted education—to situate 
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their perceptions of a CSU honors student’s social life . While not all the par-
ticipants had prior experience with honors, those who did described these 
K–12 classrooms as calmer and more serious, fast-paced, rigorous, and stress-
ful . The stress primarily came from honors courses requiring more time and 
effort to do extra work . Keith, a traditional black male, painted this tension-
filled picture:
We would have to do these practice AP exams, and you could just 
feel how much more stressed people were that day . We would have to 
stop the exam to go to lunch during the exam, and nobody talked at 
lunch, or anybody barely talked, everybody was just focused .
George indicated that, in an honors classroom, the faster pace seemed to 
imply that teachers expected everyone to understand the content the first 
time it was presented . He recalled a teacher chastising her students with 
“You should’ve known this already!” and contrasted this expectation with 
the pedagogical practice in “regular” classrooms where content was explained 
multiple times in multiple ways, allowing for plenty of opportunities to learn 
the material . The participants described regular classrooms as more relaxed in 
terms of both the pace of the content and the social environment . Michelle, a 
traditional black female, described her experience when she was enrolled in 
both honors and non-honors courses in high school:
I like taking regular classes with honors classes just because then you 
won’t have that pressure on you all day all the time and you can get a 
mix of your friends who aren’t in the honors or AP classes, instead of 
just being in this class, and you have to do your work and don’t play 
don’t talk, do your work, so, I liked it . Just the difference in being able 
to experience both things
The social pressure to perform well and do extra work appeared to lead 
to what several described as being “burnt out .” For example, Betty described 
honors as “like four years of running a race, so I just wanted a break .” Others 
explained that they just wanted to be a “regular” student when they came to 
the university . Their prior experiences with honors education in K–12 echoed 
their descriptions of the driven, studious honors students who did not have a 
social life even though the pressure and stress of pursuing honors in K–12 was 
sometimes self-imposed . For example, one student indicated that he felt the 
pressure from being a role model and needing to live up to the expectations 
of the ideal student .
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Several students argued that the intensity of the K–12 preparation had not 
paid off for them . For example, Ron indicated that participation in advanced 
programming in high school had not defrayed college costs in the way he had 
hoped for or been promised:
For me, I don’t think it was worth it because when I graduated like 
top 5% of my classes, I applied to like over 100 scholarships and I had 
good test scores, I received one scholarship so I mean this helped my 
decision to come to Columbus State because I had to stay in-state . 
I got accepted over 50 schools because I was applying everywhere 
because we had an unlimited fee waiver, so I had all these, and it came 
down to, and I got “this and this and this,” and I wasn’t a finalist for 
the scholarships, I mean I didn’t get any of them, and I was applying, 
applying, applying while I’m working and taking AP credits and I’m 
like, it, to me, it’s not worth it .  .  .  .
Relevance to Professional Identity
The participants seemed keenly invested in their future careers and were 
attracted to experiences that could help them move forward toward possible 
future selves engaged in these careers . They were more than willing to invest 
their time and energy to participate in academic, co-curricular, and extra-
curricular activities that provided the knowledge or skills they felt would be 
necessary for success in their future careers . For example, they deemed men-
toring resources offered by the honors college to be beneficial only when they 
helped students become more prepared for the future . Participants bemoaned 
faculty members who seemed more interested in preparing them for graduate 
work than the current job market and eloquently embraced challenging cur-
ricula, but only to the degree it facilitated preparation for the future:
I want to know I’m in college because I not only want to make decent 
grades, I want to learn things . I want to learn how the world works . 
How do, I’m an early childhood education, I want to learn how do 
children learn . And it’s, I feel like sometimes we’re just doing the busy 
work just to get the grade? You know, look at the grade, I got these 
grades . Well, okay, you might have those grades, but do you really 
know what the heart or the content entails? How were you going to 
use this in your everyday life? In your job? How are you going to pro-
cess with that knowledge? That’s my issue . I don’t want to be in a 
course because I’m in honors, so I want to get these grades . I want to 
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be in that course because I want to learn and this stuff I can use for 
many, many years once I finish college .
Many participants also expressed the practical concern of having enough 
money to complete the chosen degree . The students engaged in cost/benefits 
analysis when identifying academic experiences worthy of their involvement 
but incurring additional expenses; they were reluctant to participate in co-
curricular options that seemed “nonessential” or unnecessary experiences 
that resulted in extra costs . For example, several students struggled to under-
stand the need to take courses not linked to their majors . Thus, if honors was 
associated with nonessential coursework, participants deemed the program 
wasteful and to be avoided: “Um, well, like Faith and Hannah said, I had 
heard, word of mouth, that it was just extra classes and then like Faith said, 
those classes didn’t exactly line up with the nursing track, so I was like, why 
take the extra classes, especially if I’m gonna end up paying for them .” For 
these students, honors education was not essential or relevant, therefore not 
worthy of the investment of time and/or money .
In the final portion of our interview, we provided a list of benefits that 
students might receive if they joined the honors college, a list we used in prior 
advertising . We asked the students to indicate if each item was beneficial or 
a “turn off .” Our participants were fairly consistent in their responses, echo-
ing their desire to add educational opportunities that were relevant to their 
professional identity . For example in responding to “Challenging classes that 
challenge the way you think about the world,” many were cautious about the 
word “challenging,” and some students worried that “challenging,” if well-
defined, might mean extra work not worthy of their investment; however, if 
honors courses challenged their perspectives, they might be appealing . Ron 
provided this succinct response: “Beneficial if it is related to my major . But if 
it’s not, then not beneficial .”
The participants viewed internships and enhancing career goals as ben-
eficial but not unique to honors education . The unique honors benefit of 
prestige or recognition for academic success evoked skepticism or neutrality . 
Nancy explained, “It could possibly be something that you put on a resume, 
so  .  .  .” [others nod slightly in agreement] . In another group, George described 
prestige and recognition as “beneficial but not necessary .” Betty directly cap-
tured the nonessential nature of the seeming benefits of honors to a burgeon-
ing professional identity:
I thought about it [honors] as being like nonessential, right? Because 
I’m a communication major with a focus in PR [public relations] 
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so even if I do get in the honors program, I don’t know how that’s 
gonna help me get a job in communication . Because that field is all 
creativity, which I feel like you could have in honors but, I just always 
thought about it as the extra-curricular work as being something that 
I didn’t need .
discussion
Our study has provided some compelling evidence why typical 
approaches to recruiting honors students might not be appealing to students 
of color at CSU . Many of the students we interviewed were not persuaded by 
arguments that honors college participation was prestigious . Likewise, perks 
like participation in study abroad, leadership development, small classes, and 
more impactful work with faculty did not seem unique to the honors college 
experience at CSU . Given their perception of honors students and classrooms 
as overly intense, learning alongside such peers and in such environments was 
not appealing .
Instead, the students in our interviews showed us that they sought a 
scholar identity that encompassed passionate pursuit of their education while 
also privileging rich relationships with people different from them and inter-
ests not solely focused on academics . A number of our students who were 
also participants in advanced curricular options in their K–12 education did 
not see many students who manifested this type of balance . The students who 
spoke negatively of these experiences did not seem to have had this sort of 
balance themselves before reaching our institution . Instead, several argued 
that they and others in advanced K–12 classes were stressed . Likewise, some 
students noted that teachers who led advanced K–12 courses would proceed 
as if a once-through on difficult ideas was sufficient and seemed not to appre-
ciate the diversity in learning among students who could handle more rig-
orous or challenging content . Students sought a life of balance rather than 
burnout in pursuing a college degree, so recruitment materials that spoke to 
challenging students and working with like-minded peers were turn-offs for 
students considering involvement in honors .
Also, and in contrast with prior research showing that honors participants 
were not as driven by career goals (Wolfensberger & Offringa, 2012), the 
honors-qualified students in our study were not only heavily invested in their 
future careers but were also seeking to avoid involvement in wasteful or non-
essential expenses or classroom experiences . Our interviewees being highly 
conscious of the cost of college, they were more than willing to take part in 
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extracurricular or co-curricular activities only if they saw them as value-added 
to their preparation for the future . Further, when students believed participa-
tion in honors might make attaining high grades more difficult or when they 
saw honors as divorced from their future selves in their careers, they did not 
consider it worth the time, effort, and tuition dollars they might invest .
If participation in honors is perceived as extra work that has little mean-
ing to the student, or if the perceived academic environment does not meet 
the student’s values or needs, then students instead pursue other choices 
that are better aligned . We have learned that it is critical to stress that honors 
experiences are relevant and add value to career preparation when seeking to 
recruit students of color into honors programing . In essence, we have learned 
that we need to show prospective students that participation in honors is a 
proximal subgoal that is instrumental in achieving their future career goals 
(Miller & Brickman, 2004) .
What we learned about our participants’ perceptions may apply to many 
other students who choose not to participate in honors education and war-
rants more investigation to better understand why and how gender and race 
may or may not intersect with scholar identities . While we recognized the 
variety of experiences that contributed to the formation of our participants’ 
perceptions about honors, our limited data provoked a number of questions . 
For example, when Betty and Hannah recalled that there were only white stu-
dents in their honors courses and Joan described her study partners being in 
“a different world” than her social circle, we questioned to what extent their 
racial identity influenced their ability to identify and participate as honors 
students . Racial identity can be characterized by centrality (how central it is to 
one’s sense of self), private regard (how individuals regard their race), or sense 
of belonging (Sellers et al . 1998; Chavous, 2000; Butler-Barnes et al ., 2018) . 
Positive racial identity characterized by high levels of centrality, positive pri-
vate regard, and a strong sense of belonging have all been linked to improved 
academic resilience and success of black females (Butler-Barnes et al ., 2018; 
Chambers, 2011; Evans-Winters, 2014) . While these studies have demon-
strated that strong racial identity can be a protective factor in hostile school 
climates and is associated with a greater sense of independence, their results 
elicit the question of whether possessing a strong racial identity lessens the 
need to belong to an honors community .
This question may, in part, be addressed by considering the gendered 
nature of racial-ethnic identity (REI) in school settings . For example, in study-
ing REI in adolescent youths, Oyserman, Bybee, and Terry (2003) found that 
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gendered REI had a differential impact on school involvement . African Ameri-
can females who emphasized embedded achievement, which is the belief that 
achievement is part of being a good group member and if one succeeds the 
entire group succeeds (p . 309), were more likely to have greater academic 
achievement . In contrast, school involvement seems more important to Afri-
can American young men when their REI emphasized connectedness, perhaps 
because they focus on “action, struggle, and survival” (Oyserman, Gant, Ager, 
1995, p . 1220) and privilege autonomy when conceptualizing REI . However, 
a predominant focus on autonomy could lead to “rootlessness” and academic 
disengagement (Oyserman, Bybee, & Terry, 2003) .
The need for connectedness among African American adolescent males 
is symmetrical to studies (Hall, 2017; Harrison, Martin, & Fuller, 2015) 
seeking to identify factors that lead to academic success for African American 
and Latinx undergraduate males; of note was not only the predominance of 
the microaggressions the young men experienced but the desire to translate 
these microaggressions into motivation to succeed or self-determination, 
underscoring “action, struggle and survival .” Microaggressions are barriers to 
engagement because they highlight how one does not belong, so one linch-
pin to academic success for African American and Latinx males is facilitating 
a sense of belonging (Hall, 2017; Harrison, Martin, & Fuller, 2015), a find-
ing that is mirrored in Ron’s and George’s eloquent arguments not only for 
the importance of diverse classrooms but also of finding inspiration in work-
ing with other like-minded students . The young men’s articulate arguments 
about the importance of peers in sustaining engagement with academics 
stands somewhat in contrast to some of the young women in our study . More 
studies are needed to understand this difference, particularly as it relates to 
engagement in honors academic experiences .
Our limited sample of nontraditional students evoked more questions . 
Studies have shown that nontraditional students are likely to be more intrin-
sically motivated than traditional students and also more likely to underes-
timate their abilities (Bye et al ., 2007; Taylor & House, 2010) . According to 
our data, nontraditional students were less likely to have heard about the hon-
ors college and in at least one case more likely to assume ineligibility, but their 
motives did not appear to differ from their traditional counterparts . While 
we have a rich sense of our participants’ perceptions of the value of honors 
education, studies are needed to understand how the intersections of racial, 




Although institutions of higher education seem genuinely invested in 
honors education, with an estimated 59% of U .S . traditional, undergradu-
ate, not-for-profit institutions providing some form of honors curriculum 
(Scott & Smith, 2016), barriers may exist within these institutions that pre-
vent full uptake of this opportunity . By approaching students of color with 
the assumption that they would speak multidimensionally about who they 
were or wanted to become, we identified barriers to engagement at our insti-
tution that were situated within our presumptions about the attractiveness of 
honors . In particular, our institutional recruitment practices and messaging 
created a barrier for students of color and potentially prevented them from 
taking up the opportunity to participate in honors . We also have not been as 
effective in meeting our students where they are as we need to be, especially in 
our sensitivity to those students who have developed negative perceptions of 
honors education during K–12 education . Also, for students unfamiliar with 
honors or advanced education, we need to be especially sensitive to the likeli-
hood of self-selecting out of honors based on an assumption of ineligibility .
By building our recruitment practices on studies that focused on students 
who were applying or engaging in honors education (Hill, 2005; Rhea & 
Goodwin, 2014; Nichols & Chang, 2013; Wolfensberger & Offringa, 2012) 
and that were based on samples of students who were predominately White 
(Nichols & Chang, 2013), or of the majority culture (Wolfensberger & Off-
ringa), or not specified (Hill, 2005), we were missing the diverse voices of 
those who were opting out, unintentionally creating an institutional barrier 
to their participation . We know that we need to recruit students not only by 
pointing to the valor of responding to challenge, the prestige of the degree, 
or the learning environment, but we also need to address burnout, bread and 
butter concerns like cost, and our students’ vision of their future selves .
Our study was small, with participants willing to talk to us for an hour 
or so, so our findings have limited generalizability . While focus group inter-
views are excellent for allowing participants to cross-talk, a feature that often 
results in richer conversation and fuller data, the strength of this design is 
predicated on all participants being equally active . Without this assurance, 
individual interviews are advisable, and future studies should be conducted 
with one-on-one interviews to complement the findings from focus groups . 
These limitations notwithstanding, we appreciate what the students have 
helped us understand regarding impediments within our recruitment efforts .
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Contemporary literature shows that high-achieving students from low-
income homes and from minority backgrounds, or who are non-native 
English speakers (Mead, 2018), are less likely to persist in college and have 
to struggle to meet their psychosocial needs (Wilson, 2019) . A potential 
byproduct of inappropriate academic fit is limited aspirations and insufficient 
talent development (Ambrose, 2013) . Thus, the goal of increased diversity in 
honors is a benefit not just for students enrolled in honors education but for 
equitable treatment of students from all backgrounds . As Miller and Dum-
ford (2018) report, honors education positively affects high-ability students, 
affording them the opportunity to richly engage with their disciplines and 
faculty within their disciplines . Several of the students in our interviews were 
inquisitive about the honors college, and when we described our classes and 
activities, they expressed an interest in participating because they could see 
the connection between their plans for the future and small classes, study 
abroad opportunities, and research experiences with faculty . We thus need to 
continue exploring why students of color who are eligible for honors decide 
not to participate because this issue concerns not only academics but social 
justice .
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introduction
From the earliest days of the United States, its national leaders have rec-ognized that agriculture is a critical tool for the survival of humanity . 
Thomas Jefferson once said, “Agriculture is our wisest pursuit, because it will 
in the end contribute most to real wealth, good morals, and happiness .” Later, 
in 1862, Congress passed and Lincoln signed the Morrill Act, granting each 
state land to form an agricultural college where students could learn practi-
cal, everyday skills that would revolutionize the agricultural industry . In 2009, 
the National Research Council urgently called for transformative education 
in agricultural sciences, and in 2014 the United States Department of Agricul-
ture identified five grand challenges affecting the world that can be addressed 
through advances in agricultural sciences .
Despite the emphasis that national leaders place on disciplines such as 
agriculture, these disciplines remain largely underrepresented within honors 
colleges and programs in higher education (Sellick, 2013), thus disregard-
ing one important element of diversity . In considering the importance of a 
diverse honors student population, West Virginia University President E . 
Gordon Gee and Kenneth P . Blemings saw one of the biggest benefits to be an 
increased amount of purposeful, rigorous discussion in classrooms as more 
honors students come to campus (2015) . As students become more and 
more diverse, this upper-level discussion is extended into more classrooms . 
Fortunately, honors education at institutions of higher education has experi-
enced growth in numbers as well as diversity of the programs and opportuni-
ties offered over the past fifty years (Scott & Smith, 2016) .
The benefits of diversity are just one of the reasons that students choose 
to pursue honors . According to one study, the top reason that students pursue 
honors is the quality of classes offered and the learning environment created 
in honors classes and community (Nichols & Chang, 2013) . The advantages 
of handpicked and engaging professors, innovative learning strategies, and 
cultural experiences are also compelling reasons for choosing to participate 
in honors (Pattillo & Tkacik, 2015) .
Alumni of the South Dakota State University (SDSU) Honors College 
reported that participating in honors added value to both their personal and 
professional lives (Kotschevar et al ., 2018) . Alumni credited honors with their 
ability to apply critical thinking, write effectively, and communicate ideas and 
beliefs with clarity, civility, and respect . Alumni additionally credited their 
interactions with honors faculty and the rigors of an honors curriculum with 
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their abilities to communicate and overcome challenges in their professional 
roles . Students in honors receive a hands-on, engaging experience: an envi-
ronment achieved through the smaller, more intimate class sizes with pro-
fessors who are passionate about their area of study as well as about their 
students (Nichols & Chang, 2013) .
Making the Case for Honors and Agriculture
Land-grant and public universities can attract some of the best and bright-
est students to their campuses through honors (Sellick, 2013), and these 
high-performing students can elevate the academic and scholarly outputs of 
a university . For example, the grand challenges facing our world are complex 
issues requiring interdisciplinary approaches to innovative solutions . The 
development of upper-division honors colloquia focused on these challenges 
simultaneously enables students to develop employability skills such as criti-
cal thinking, problem solving, and global awareness while also establishing 
a classroom where students from every academic discipline can collaborate 
to address solutions (Nichols et al ., 2019) . In a recent call for undergraduate 
research proposals addressing the grand challenge priority areas, student and 
mentor pairs from nearly every academic college responded (Nichols et al ., 
2019) . Honors students have historically been effective partners in tackling 
such significant issues (Polk, 2014; Bott-Knutson et al ., 2019), and partner-
ships between honors and agriculture benefit the student, the university, and 
society at large .
Exploring the Honors and Agricultural Education Gap
Honors colleges and programs provide an enriched education . Employ-
ers do not feel that higher education is equipping graduates with the nec-
essary employability skills to be successful in the workforce (Robinson & 
Garton, 2008), but through the opportunities provided by honors, students 
strengthen these employability skills as they not only apply them to their 
major but also connect what they are learning to other areas of study . Most 
colleges affiliated with the Association of Public and Land-Grant Universi-
ties (APLU) that have agricultural programs also offer a cross-college honors 
program or college (Sellick, 2013) . Though the opportunity exists, the fact 
remains that students from some disciplines remain underrepresented .
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Objectives
The current study contributes to Sellick’s (2013) call for further research 
on the missing agricultural population in honors programs across the United 
States while also affirming previous publications on perceptions of honors in 
multiple disciplines . Across the seven academic colleges of SDSU, the Col-
lege of Agriculture, Food, and Environmental Sciences (CAFES) has the sec-
ond largest undergraduate enrollment (1,917 students in fall 2019) yet the 
second lowest representation (9%) within honors, only slightly higher than 
the College of Education and Human Sciences (CEHS), which represents 7% 
of honors students . This study establishes a framework for extending honors 
into underrepresented disciplines by exploring student perceptions of and 
their affinity toward the honors college among 1) honors and non-honors 
students and 2) students from each academic college with the objective of 
developing an institutional framework for investigating why some academic 
disciplines such as agriculture are less represented within honors .
materials and methods
Design
A 49-question survey was built in QuestionPro and was approved by the 
SDSU Human Subjects Institutional Review Board (IRB-1904010-EXM) . 
This electronic survey was designed to gain insight into student perceptions 
of and affinity toward the honors college at SDSU . Questions collected demo-
graphic information and information regarding each participant’s knowledge 
of honors requirements, student learning preferences, and campus and civic 
involvement as well as their involvement in honors . A total of 3,826 under-
graduate students enrolled in CAFES, CEHS, and the honors college were 
invited to participate . The honors college has an equitable distribution of all 
academic colleges with the exception of CAFES and CEHS, which is why 
students from those colleges were specifically invited to participate . A total 
of 259 students from across all academic colleges completed the survey in an 
average of six minutes . The de-identified data from the survey were analyzed 
in an aggregate .
Data Collection
The link to the QuestionPro survey was distributed via campus email on 
April 17, 2019, by contacts in the deans’ offices of the three colleges that were 
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invited to participate in the survey . A single reminder email was sent on May 1, 
2019 . Data were collected from Wednesday, April 17, to Friday, May 3, of 2019 .
Data Coding
Data were downloaded from QuestionPro, and raw data were used to ver-
ify descriptive statistics . Statements and questions were grouped based on the 
information portrayed, and data were grouped similarly into tables and figures .
Statistical Analyses
Survey responses of honors and non-honors students were analyzed for 
statistical significance with a t-test (Table 1) . Survey responses among aca-
demic colleges at SDSU were analyzed with an F-test (Table 2) or, for binary 
responses, a Chi-Squared test . Seven academic colleges were represented 
in our data set: CAFES; College of Arts, Humanities, and Social Sciences 
(CAHSS); CEHS; College of Engineering (COE); College of Pharmacy and 
Allied Health Professions (CPAHP); College of Natural Sciences (CNS); 
and College of Nursing (CON) . Results were considered statistically signifi-
cant when P < 0 .05 . Analyses were completed with R software .
results and discussion
The survey had a 7% response rate with 259 completed responses . Sixty-
three respondents (21 .00%) were male, 235 (78 .33%) were female, and 2 
(0 .67%) chose not to disclose their gender . Students from all years responded 
to the survey; 107 (35 .55%) were first-year students, 63 (20 .93%) were sec-
ond-year students, 58 (19 .27%) were third-year students, 62 (20 .60%) were 
fourth-year students, and 11 (3 .65%) were in their fifth year or beyond . In eth-
nicities, 288 (92 .31%) were Caucasians, 8 (2 .56%) were Hispanic or Latinx, 
5 (1 .60%) were American Indian or Alaskan Native, 5 (1 .60%) were Asian, 
2 (0 .64%) were African American, 1 (0 .32%) was Native Hawaiian or Other 
Pacific Islander, and 3 (0 .96%) chose not to disclose or chose “Other .”
The genders of participants are not representative of SDSU’s undergradu-
ate population as 46% of students are male and 54% are female (fall 2019) . 
However, multiple studies find that females are more likely to participate in 
surveys (Cull et al ., 2005; Saleh & Bista, 2017) . The participants’ ethnicities are 
representative of the undergraduate student population at SDSU (fall 2019) .
Participants represented 59 different academic majors and all seven of 
SDSU’s academic colleges . One hundred seventeen (37 .62%) students were 
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from CAFES, 101 (32 .48%) from CEHS, 30 (9 .65%) from CAHSS, 25 (8 .04%) 
from CNS, 16 (5 .14%) from CPAHP, 11 (3 .54%) from CON, and 11 (3 .54%) 
from COE . Of the 294 participants, 119 (40 .48%) reported pursuing gradua-
tion with Fishback Honors College Distinction .
Comparison of Honors and Non-Honors Students
Perceptions of Honors
Data presented here are compiled from the survey completed by student 
participants on their perceptions of the honors college and their reasons for 
choosing whether or not to pursue honors distinction . Honors students were 
more familiar with honors requirements, and they expressed a greater belief 
in their ability as well as their desire to complete those requirements (P < 
0 .001; Table 1A) . Non-honors students were more likely to believe that cer-
tain honors courses might be too difficult (P = 0 .011) . Additionally, about 
40% of the students who took the survey indicated that they were pursuing 
honors distinction, yet over 50% of students believed that they would benefit 
from participation in the honors college, with honors students being more 
likely to hold this belief (P < 0 .0001) . While two-thirds of participants said 
that they were aware of the opportunity to participate in the honors college 
(M = 3 .71, n = 266), awareness of honors was disproportionately reported by 
honors students (P < 0 .0001) . Thus, there is still room for improvement to 
create a greater awareness of honors among current and future students .
The survey also revealed that students are aware of the honors indepen-
dent study requirement . In their 2016 study, “Demography of Honors: The 
National Landscape of Honors Education,” authors Richard I . Scott and Patri-
cia J . Smith looked at the differences in graduation requirements for students 
pursuing honors at different colleges and universities . Scott and Smith refer to 
a survey done by NCHC that considered the differences specifically between 
honors programs or colleges at two-year schools versus four-year schools . 
This survey found that, in individual projects required for graduation, two-
year programs often require students to complete a service project while a 
thesis is more likely to be required by a four-year institution (Scott & Smith, 
2016) . Only 38% of the students in the current study agreed or strongly 
agreed that they desired to complete the necessary independent study (M 
= 3 .07, n = 268), with honors students having a greater desire (M = 3 .8, P < 
0 .001) . This finding is consistent with the study “Factors Influencing Hon-
ors College Recruitment, Persistence, and Satisfaction at an Upper-Midwest 
Land Grant University,” where the authors found that students perceived 
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the most challenging graduation requirement to be the independent study 
(Nichols & Chang, 2013) .
Student perceptions of honors distinction requirements and the compat-
ibility of honors requirements with their academic programs are reported in 
Table 1B . Over 62% of participants said that they agreed or strongly agreed 
that pursuing honors distinction is appropriate for all majors on campus, but 
they were less likely to agree that their major’s requirements fit well with the 
honors curriculum (41%) . Honors students were more likely to believe that 
honors distinction is appropriate for all majors and that more students should 
pursue honors (P < 0 .001) .
Honors classes are discussion-oriented (Moritz, 2011), teaching students 
the skills they need to effectively contribute to an educational discussion . Stu-
dents bring these skills to non-honors classes, leading to the enrichment of 
other students’ education . Survey participants were asked about their learn-
ing preferences, specifically for learning practices that typically differ between 
honors and non-honors courses (Table 1C) . There was no difference between 
honors and non-honors students related to their preference for classes with 
clear right and wrong answers versus those that offer a more analytical or 
application-based approach (P = 0 .180), but honors students tended to pre-
fer discussion-based or student-led courses (P = 0 .057) . Students reported a 
strong preference for small class sizes, with 75% of participants agreeing or 
strongly agreeing that small classes are preferable to large (M = 3 .99, n = 267), 
but that preference was more robust among honors students (P < 0 .001) . 
Small class sizes are a staple of honors courses; thus, honors may be able to 
recruit more students in the underrepresented colleges by offering smaller 
class sizes for major-related courses .
Overall, the data presented thus far demonstrate that students prefer the 
passive characteristics of honors such as small class sizes but balk at the more 
active elements of honors education such as critical thinking, discussions, 
and completion of the independent study . These results provide further jus-
tification for employers to give preference to honors students since they have 
actively pursued a more rigorous curriculum .
Reasons for Choosing or Not Choosing Honors
Students pursuing honors distinction were asked to identify the factors 
that helped them decide to pursue this distinction (Figure 1) . The 134 par-
ticipants pursuing honors were able to select multiple answers, and those not 
pursuing honors were omitted . The factor with the most pull was the smaller 
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class size of honors courses (n = 103), which reflects the data in Table 1 that 
75% of participants prefer smaller class sizes . Close behind was the factor of 
achieving honors college distinction (n = 99) . Toward the bottom of the list is 
receiving research opportunities through participation in the honors college, 
which only 40 students selected . Research opportunities often seem daunting 
and are commonly integral to the required independent study, which in Table 
1only 38% students said they desired to complete . Another factor with lower 
reported impact was hearing positive student testimonies (n = 42) . Improve-
ment in advertising the honors college to students may have an impact on 
this data . Demonstrating a fit between honors and agriculture, food, and nat-
ural sciences can be an important recruitment tool for new students at the 
school who might be interested in pursuing both paths (Fairbanks, 1990) 
and can help bring bright minds to the school . Finally, four participants chose 
“other” and elaborated with the following answers “early class registration” 
and “pride .”
Next, students were asked to identify factors that affected their decision 
not to pursue honors distinction (Figure 2) . Students participating in the hon-
ors college were omitted from the question . One hundred sixty-two students 
responded and were able to select multiple answers . Sixty-nine of the partici-
pants believed they did not have the time to complete the honors curriculum . 
Thirty-seven percent (n = 60) said they did not understand the requirements 
to graduate with honors distinction . The third reason students chose not to 
pursue honors distinction was that they did not want to complete an indepen-
dent study (n = 58) . Participants not pursuing honors distinction were then 
asked what opportunities would increase the likelihood of their participating 
in honors (Figure 3) . Students responded that they might be more interested 
in the honors college if more opportunities were available that closely aligned 
with their major or college; such possibilities included more major-related 
honors classes (n = 81) and receiving encouragement from faculty and advi-
sors in their college (n = 85) . Twenty students selected “other” and provided 
open-ended responses indicating the belief that they were ineligible, wanted 
financial help from honors, lacked information regarding benefits of partici-
pation, or simply lacked the desire to participate .
Student Engagement
Honors students are often thought of as stereotypic go-getters who are 
involved in many activities, yet some potential students fear that pursuing 
honors means that they will not have time for employment, service, or other 
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activities . To determine whether participation in honors was associated with 
fewer student engagement characteristics, we asked survey participants about 
their involvement . Honors students tended to be more involved in both on- 
and off-campus opportunities (Figure 4) . The average number of hours spent 
in employment, volunteer work, or participating in activities was calculated 
for students reporting any increment of time above zero . Non-honors stu-
dents worked an average of 2 .4 hours per week in off-campus jobs and 2 .6 
hours per week in on-campus jobs whereas honors students worked a weekly 
average of 2 .2 and 2 .3 hours in off- and on-campus jobs each week . The aver-
age number of hours spent volunteering was nearly identical between groups 
(1 .2 hours per week off campus and 1 .5 or more hours each week on campus) . 
Both groups reported similar participation in events (average = 1 .5 non-hon-
ors vs 1 .6 honors) or campus organizations (average = 1 .5 non-honors vs 1 .7 
honors) .
Comparisons across Academic Colleges
Perceptions of Honors
Having found similar extracurricular involvement and employment 
between honors and non-honors students, we investigated differences in 
responses by academic college . When these questions were analyzed by aca-
demic college rather than pursuit of honors, we discovered a few interesting 
trends (Table 2) . In perceptions of honors and likeliness to participate, not all 
academic colleges are created equal (Table 2A) . Students from academic col-
leges with lower overall honors enrollment were less aware of honors oppor-
tunities (P < 0 .001), were less familiar with honors requirements (P < 0 .001), 
and reported a lower desire to participate (P < 0 .001) . While there were no 
differences in perceptions across academic colleges about the perceived dif-
ficulty of honors courses (P = 0 .107), students from academic colleges with 
low honors enrollment reported a lesser belief that they would benefit from 
honors (P < 0 .001) . Taken together, these data imply that unless a critical 
mass of honors participation is achieved in an academic college, students will 
be less likely to know about the opportunities .
Students from academic colleges varied greatly in their perceptions of 
whether honors fit with their academic program (Table 2B) . Students from 
CAFES were least likely to believe that pursuing honors distinction was 
appropriate for and fit with their major, and they were least likely to believe 
that students from their major should pursue honors distinction . Students 
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from colleges that emphasize pre-professional tracks like Nursing or Natural 
Sciences (home to pre-med and other pre-health related professions) were 
the most likely to agree with these statements while those from the Pharmacy 
pre-professional track were moderate in their views .
While students from low-honors-enrollment colleges did not differ in 
their reported beliefs about the difficulty of honors courses, they did report a 
significantly reduced belief that they could complete the honors curriculum . 
The survey results showed no significant differences across academic colleges 
in students’ preferences for classroom-based attributes (Table 2C) such as 
discussion-based courses (P = 0 .116) or small class sizes (P = 0 .393), so any 
differences in those categories can be attributed to differences in perspectives 
between honors and non-honors students . However, statistically significant 
differences (P = 0 .0047) occurred in preference for clear right or wrong 
answers, with students from Nursing having the greatest desire for clear-cut 
answers and students from Arts, Humanities, and Social Sciences expressing 
the least desire .
Reasons for Choosing or Not Choosing Honors
We evaluated the top four reasons why students chose to pursue or not 
pursue honors (Figures 1 & 2) to identify potential differences across aca-
demic colleges . Achieving honors distinction and increased competitiveness 
for jobs were two factors that differed among colleges (P < 0 .05) . Achieving 
honors distinction was a factor influencing students’ decisions to pursue hon-
ors (P = 0 .0102) for 79% of CAHSS students (15/19) and 74% of CNS stu-
dents (17/23) but only 44% of CAFES students (19/43) and 39% of CEHS 
students (17/44) . Competitiveness for jobs was also a more important factor 
(P = 0 .0185) for CAHSS students (79%, 15/19) and CNS students (65%, 
15/23) than CAFES students (47%, 20/43) or CEHS students (36%, 16/44) .
Among non-honors students, fewer than five students responded to the 
survey from five academic colleges: CAHSS, CNS, CON, CPAHP, and COE . 
Our analysis among colleges therefore focused on only students from CAFES 
and CEHS . None of the top four factors influencing students’ decisions not 
to pursue honors distinction were different between colleges (P > 0 .52) . We 
additionally assessed the two leading factors that non-honors students said 
would increase their likelihood of participating in honors (Figure 3) . Stu-
dents from CEHS would be more likely to participate in the honors college if 
faculty in their college or major encouraged this participation (53%, 40/76) 
than students from CAFES (33%, 29/87; P = 0 .0199) . Increased availability 
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of honors classes in the students’ major would be more likely to increase hon-
ors college participation for 24% of all students (Figure 3), but differences 
between colleges were not found (P = 0 .76) .
Summary
Generally, students indicate greater interest in pursuing honors distinc-
tion if the program more closely aligns with their academic interests . Pre-
viously, there have been a few efforts at SDSU to bridge the gap between 
honors and agricultural sciences . These efforts have taken the form of classes, 
programs, and recruitment activities . The SDSU Honors College piloted a 
program that pairs agriculture with honors inside as well as outside the class-
room . This project focused on the grand challenges as defined by the United 
States Department of Agriculture (USDA): hunger/food security, sustain-
able energy, childhood obesity, climate change, and food safety/food waste . 
The honors college developed and offered interdisciplinary courses, research 
grants, and community outreach relating to the grand challenges (Nichols et 
al ., 2019); this effort resulted in students and faculty from every academic 
college becoming involved in addressing the grand challenges in one form or 
another .
A similar approach to integrating agriculture into honors was described 
by D . J . Fairbanks (1990), who did a study of 36 different universities to see 
how they combined honors and agriculture . The reason for this study was 
Fairbanks’s personal belief that honors education is underutilized in creating 
awareness of the challenges that agriculturalists face, especially when honors 
programs across the country attract some of the best and brightest students . 
In the conclusion of his article, he states, “Honors education is also a way of 
reaching these same students for recruitment purposes . In addition, honors 
education provides an excellent opportunity for highly motivated students 
with majors in the agricultural sciences to develop discussion, writing, and 
research skills, as well as obtain an enriched general university education” 
(Fairbanks, 1990, p . 186) .
Finally, the journal of the North American Colleges and Teachers of Agri-
culture (NACTA) hosts articles that discuss piloted programs connecting 
agriculture to honors programs across the country . P . A . Lyvers Peffer and A . 
Ottobre from Ohio State University talk about the components of the honors 
course Introduction to Animal Science that is offered at their university and the 
perceptions of the class . The course was created to meet the general education 
needs of honors students while also fulfilling a core class for students studying 
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animal science (Lyvers Peffer & Ottobre, 2011) . Students participated in lec-
tures, read a literary work related to animal science and analyzed the science 
within it as well as pursuing laboratory activities and a research study (Lyvers 
Peffer & Ottobre, 2011) . At the completion of the course, students were given 
a post-survey to determine their perceptions of the class . Overall, the class was 
voted to be useful for teaching basic animal science concepts, and the students 
said that they generally enjoyed the active learning techniques used such as dis-
cussion and team-based learning (Lyvers Peffer & Ottobre, 2011) .
implications
The current study provides baseline information on student perceptions 
of and affinity for the honors college that can be used as a starting point for 
future research on interventions to engage students from academic back-
grounds that have been historically underrepresented in honors such as 
agricultural, food, and environmental sciences students as well as education 
and human science students . Agricultural student preferences for classroom 
learning did not appear to enhance or detract from their choice to participate 
in honors compared to their peers from other academic colleges . However, 
students from agricultural programs reported less knowledge of and interest 
in honors as well as less favorable perceptions of honors requirements and 
program compatibility than peers from some colleges . This study provides 
the first step toward identifying a remedy or intervention for this issue . One 
such intervention should involve engaging agricultural instructors and advi-
sors in the recruitment of top students into honors . Future research in this 
area should focus on student-centered ideas for creating value in honors for 
students from all academic colleges .
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